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BIG BANG SERENADE 


The large radio in the Ouonset hut hummed as the 
corporal tried to find the songs of the big bands in Oahu. 
The hut was his parade ground and the typewriter was his 
rifle. Pearl Harbor had been seven years before and the 
Japanese had been defeated in the end with two atomic 
bombs. 

His duties were finished, and it was time to write 
another story for Astounding. He was stuck and he hoped 
the music would free his mind. He wanted to write new 
laws for the robots in his stories, but he couldn’t get past 
the first. 

It read: 

1. A human being may not injure a robot... 

No luck with the story in his typewriter, and only static 
came from the radio. 
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The voice of his staff sergeant came from behind him, 
“Corporal, the radio hasn’t been working all day.” 

When the corporal turned his head to see the other 
man, he removed his glasses and blinked. The sergeant’s 
statement reminded him why the radio emitted only 
static. The urgent needs of his editor back home had made 
him forget to replace the parts of the radio he had taken 
for his own use. 

“I will turn this off for you,” said the staff sergeant 
walking over to the radio and turning its knob. The light 
slowly faded until it couldn’t glow any longer. “If you 
weren’t the best typist in the unit, you would have been 
shipped out with the rest of the squad.” 

The corporal still didn’t say anything, but he hoped his 
sergeant would leave soon so he could get back to work. 
He needed to replace the old burned-out tubes, but he 
couldn’t do it while the other man remained in the room. 

“Corporal Asimov, ya know it might have been nice to 
go to Bikini Atoll to help out with the new tests,” said the 
staff sergeant before he left the hut. “But it’s nice to be 
here too.” 

Asimov realized he couldn’t speak because he hadn’t 
replaced the tubes. When he unbuttoned his shirt, he 
quickly replaced the old ones in his chest with the new 
ones to power his speech. Too bad the sergeant had 
already left because he had wanted to say goodnight to the 
human. 

Asimov took the first draft out of the typewriter and 
threw it away. He put in a new sheet of typing paper so 
he could try again. His fingers found a new rhythm against 
the keys. 

The second draft: 
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The government was testing hydrogen bombs, and Asimov 
realized his stories about robots, could save all the human 
beings from their own destruction. 
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MERCURY HEAVEN 


Heat shields expand as the capsule plunged downward. 

Chutes automatically deploy, filling with the earth’s 
atmosphere. 

Recovery choppers rise up, their blades gasp towards 
the rescue splashdown. 

The astronaut is dead; there was no air left to breath. 



B. 


TWILIGHT S LAST 
GLEANING 


Sunlight faded behind Longs Peak and the rest of the 
Front Range. The Elders told tales of the mountains and 
their creation by the gods. 

Wheat no longer stood in neat rows in the fields. John 
Wesley looked back at his friends, each with a mostly full 
basket. The winter wheat had been harvested but it was 
their job to gather the leavings. And now there was 
nothing left on the ground. He took a deep breath of fresh 
air to expand his lungs. He was a young man who only 
believed in things he could see and touch. 

The Elders told stories of creatures big enough to knock 
down the mountains, but John Wesley didn’t believe them. 
He gazed at the tall snow-covered peaks in the distance 
and knew they would stand forever. 

No, John Wesley didn’t believe in stories about the past. 
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He didn’t believe in ICBMs and the missiles they called 
Minutemen. He doubted the stories about Russia and the 
United States, and especially the great demon called 
radiation. 

But John Wesley believed in the wheat on the ground 
because he could touch it, and see it with his own three 
eyes. 
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GINKEYS GARDEN 


Ginkey worked hard in her garden. All summer she tended 
it carefully and meticulously. Each flower stood tall. Each 
vegetable looked appealing. There were no weeds. 

She watered the garden every morning. Before the sun 
came up she would pay attention to the weather to see 
if it was going to be too hot or too cold. She didn’t want 
to under-water her plants, but she didn’t want to over¬ 
water them either. She didn’t even want to stress them 
with treated tap water from the city. Years before, she 
made her husband install rain barrels to collect as much 
precipitation as possible from the gutters of their house. 

There was nothing Ginkey wouldn’t do to defend her 
garden. Many times she fought off neighborhood 
predators. She chased off squirrels who wanted to eat the 
sunflower seeds. She fought off birds who wanted to eat 
the cherries from her trees. She even plucked off tomato 
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bugs hiding on the undersides of leaves, lovingly 
executing them with the sharp end of her spade. 

Always, Ginkey defended her garden. 

Not so long ago, her husband wanted to build a 
barbeque area so he could invite his friends to their 
backyard. Ginkey refused, knowing she would lose too 
many of her plants if she let him put it in. 

Composting was also important to Ginkey. Her soil 
worked best when it was dark, rich, and lovely. The soil 
had to be fed like her plants. Its chemistry had to be kept 
in balance, and there were certain ingredients it enjoyed. 
Ginkey knew her husband certainly missed a few of his 
fingers amongst his other dismembered body part, but 
she had buried him in strategic locations throughout her 
garden. In the soil, she found he brought true harmony to 
her garden’s soil and to the plants she cared for every day. 



5 . 


WHITE VAN 


Open the door to the van, out pops Paul the Plumber. He 
goes to fix a faucet. 

Open the door to the van, out pops Peter the Painter. He 
goes to paint a house. 

Open the door to the van, out pops Peanuts the Clown. 
He’s going to a party. It’s Samuel’s birthday party. 

Closing the door to the van, back in goes Peanuts the 
Clown. He has Samuel. Samuel’s birthday party is over. 
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FINDING FOOTPRINTS 


You can first look for them with Geiger counters. The 
machines tick away after they have left us. 

Next, you can look for them with seismometers. We feel 
the tremors each time they move. 

Also, you can look for them from above. You can use 
satellites with their infrared eyes to search. 

Yet, airliners still disappear from our skies and ships 
vanish from our seas. You can’t tell me there aren’t any 
monsters. I know the Kaiju are out there. 

It’s only a matter of time before we find their footprints. 
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TIMID BUNNY 


The snow has melted. There’s a patch of green. It’s where 
Horace, the bunny, can nibble. His nose twitches after 
he sniffs the air. He can’t tell if it’s safe, but he’s really 
hungry. 

It’s spring time, and there are still dangers. 

“Duke caught himself another one,” says the man. “And 
he has ripped its head clean off.” 

“That’s gross,” says the man’s son. “There’s lots and lots 
of blood.” 

“Let’s get this cleaned up. I don’t want your little sister 
to see a dead rabbit.” 

The dog and the two humans were finally gone. Horace 
can see where the other rabbit had been killed, but now he 
can eat the freshly-sprouted greens he had long desired in 
the garden. 
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RED MOON 


Fog creeps in over the waves. Teenagers dance near a 
bonfire. The moon turns to blood. 
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SOME PIG 


Mr. Zuckerman ate the fresh bacon from the pig he had 
recently slaughtered. The spider’s web had been correct; 
every bite of Wilber tasted delicious. 
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WHEN THE DOORBELL 

RINGS 


When the doorbell rings, the dog doesn’t bark and the cat 
doesn’t jump. 

When the phone rings, the husband doesn’t wake and 
the wife doesn’t stir. 

When the barricade is breached, the children don’t cry 
and the neighbors don’t run away. 

When martial law was declared, the National Guard 
didn’t fight and the zombies didn’t flee. 
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SLUSH PILE 


Each day the mountain grows higher. The white envelopes 
keep piling up. An avalanche of fiction buries the soggy 
editor. 
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TO WHOM IT MAY 
CONCERN 


Vanguard Aeronautical 

Palo Alto, California 94310 

To Whom It May Concern: 

I have bought many cars over the years, and all of them 
have been ground cars. Ever since I was a young man, 
I have always dreamed of owning a flying car. I finally 
decided to buy one when your company offered the 
promotional flying lessons rebate. 

I was really happy the day I passed my FAA exam, and I 
received my Class FC license. 

My neighbors were jealous when the dealership 
delivered the black model IFC 500 I ordered. Martin Jones, 
who lives next door, actually slammed his front door when 
he saw my new car land in my driveway, and I haven’t 
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seen him since. I felt such euphoria when I heard muffled 
cursing from behind his entry. I think he slammed his door 
so hard it actually scared a small flock of finches living in 
the maple tree in front of his house. 

My wife saw my happiness from the kitchen window, 
and she was really pleased with the terms of the four year 
lease I was able to secure. 

Unfortunately, I did have more difficulty at the 
dealership with the finance manager who kept insisting 
I should purchase the clear coat finish package, and the 
air-intake protectors. I said to him, ‘if it was so important 
then the FAA would’ve required it on every flying car.’ 
That shut him up, but I did end up buying the clear coat 
package. 

Who knew my first flight would be my last one? I slowly 
lifted off from my driveway and everything seemed to be 
going a-okay. The turbo fans of the engine increased 
revolutions, but it seemed like it was smooth and safe. 

Okay, I was just hoping for a quick flight around the 
neighborhood so I could show off a little bit. After I waved 
goodbye to my wife, I have to admit I flew my car a little 
too close to the ground, just above the tree tops. But I 
was really happy, and the whole sky opened up before my 
windshield. It was truly beautiful. 

Afterwards everything went wrong, the heads-up 
computer showed a fire in the starboard turbo fan, and 
my car started to spin to the ground. Luckily on impact, 
the side airbags saved my life. I crashed landed the car, 
and it turned sideways and hit Martin’s tree. Fortunately, 
I was able to walk away from the crash with only a few 
scratches, and a dislocated shoulder. However, the small 
population of finches in my neighborhood were not so 
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fortunate, as many of them had been sucked through my 
flying car’s turbofan where they were incinerated in the 
afterburner. 

My ILC 500 was declared a total loss by my insurance 
company, and the FAA found I was at fault for not 
attaining the proper altitude in a residential 
neighborhood. 

I am still recovering from my shoulder injury, and my 
wife insists I ride with her in our old ground car for the 
time being. I also have to take the FAA suspended FC 
license course, and attend a week’s worth of classes from 
the State of Colorado on better understanding the rights 
of our wildlife friends. Yet, once my insurance check 
comes through, I know I will purchase another ILC 500, 
but next time I will make sure it includes all of the 
recommended safety features, and I will yield to the charm 
of finches. 

Sincerely, 

Chuck Anderson 

Denver, Colorado 80218 
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BLOOD DRAW 


It’s only a finger poke. 

It’s only a needle in the vein. 
It’s only a vial sent to the lab. 
It’s only a pint of blood. 

It’s only a surgery. 

It’s only a corpse. 

It’s only a grave. 

The ghouls wait patiently. 
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ARE WE SUPERMAN? 


Are we Superman? 

Do we wear capes? 

Is our chest emblazon with the letter S? 

Are we faster than a bullet? More powerful than a 
locomotive? 

Are we birds? Are we planes? 

Or are we like the rest of America? 

And do we have another identity? 

Do we wear glasses? Work for Perry White? Have a 
desire to play with Kryptonite? 

Are we resigned to always being Clark Kent and never 
the Man of Steel? 

Wait, there are plenty of Lex Luthors out there for all of 
us to fight. 
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MOON TWEETS FROM THE 

SEA OF TRANOUILITY, 1969 

^ 1 


@Buzzlightyear @NeilArmstron8 Everything is A-Okay 
Hanging with @Buzzlightyear #bigmoonlanding 
Waiting to take first step, IDK looks scary 
@papermoon fake?, WTF 

If 1 don’t hurry up @Buzzlightyear is going to leap 
down, rude 

@debunkmoon watch your step @Buzzlightyear is PO 
says going to punch you in face for all mankind 
@MissionControl that’s awesome 
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TIME CODE 


Part One 

It makes no difference because time always corrects 
itself. It’s the rule, it’s the Time Code. 

Questions: What are the old laws about time travel? 

How can you go back and meet your grandfather? What 
happens if you kill him? If you did kill him how could you 
have existed at all? 

The answer: the Time Code! 

The Time Code won’t let you fuck up the past. Okay, 
maybe I should say it won’t let you fuck it up too badly. 
Okay, maybe I should say it works, sort of...but not 
everyone gets the same user satisfaction as others. If this 
were a television commercial for erectile dysfunction 
there would be a long disclaimer at this point in the 
advertisement. Let’s just say, if your little pal isn’t 
working, then the Time Code isn’t going to help too much. 
Let’s just say it’s better not to use the Time Code at all. It 
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should only be used when it’s dire. Who knew the 1970’s 
would be so dire? 

Part Two 

“Steal a penny. Keep a penny. Kill for a penny. Isn’t that 
the old saying, right?” 

“How should I know?” I asked, but I was more hoping 
Michael would shut up so I could go back to my smart 
phone and my texting. 

“Well, if it isn’t that way it should be,” said Michael. 
He didn’t have a smart phone. Nope he had a flip-phone. 
What year was this, 2005? Buy, lease, or steal a better 
phone, dummy. I think my grandpa had a phone like that 
back in the day. If Mike had a better phone maybe he 
wouldn’t want to talk to me all of the time, but that’s 
neither here or there. 

Part Three 

Barry Gibb isn’t my granddaddy. I’m not even 
Australian. Wrong time. Wrong place. Not funny. Thanks 
Michael. 

Part Four 

“Your phone is ringing, asshole.” 

I give Michael a blank stare. I’m awake. I must be back. 
I look to see who is calling. The caller ID says it’s Time 
Code. “Oh, shit,” I say. 

“Who’s calling?” Michael asked. 

“Time Code,” I said panicked. 

“Don’t pick it up.” 
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“I have to. You know what happens if I don’t.” I give the 
phone to Michael. Yes, I’m a chicken shit. 

Part Four Dash One 

I knew she was my Grandmother. But how was I 
supposed to know my Grandfather was a psycho-shithead 
with a big chip on his shoulder? My family. My problem. 
Thanks, Time Code. 

Part Five 

I can’t find her and I’ve looked everywhere. I love her, 
but where do old people go when they are young? 

Part Six 

The sound track is disco and Marta is dancing with me. 
New York is a black hole, and it’s bankrupt, but Marta is 
beautiful. Now I know why I have always hated the Bee 
Gees. 

Part Seven 

“It sucks and you suck too,” said Michael giving me back 
my smart phone. “They want you to find Marta. You know 
where she’s at? Don’t you?” 

“The boys from Time Code said that I have to find her?” 

“Yep, that’s what they said. Your family. Your problem. 
They want you to go back and find her. Once you locate 
her. Pull her back, and everything will be okay.” Michael is 
finished talking to me. He pulls out his flip-phone. Pops it 
open. And he makes a call. He’s calling his grandmother. 
Rub salt in the wound. What an asshole! 


Part Eight 
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Marta is lost in her own world at the disco. The music 
plays loud, and she can’t hear me. I walk out onto the 
floor. I am focused. Maybe, I am too focused. I didn’t see 
the dude. He looks like John Travolta, sort of, but he’s 
bigger, and I had bumped into him again. 

“What the fuck?” he said to me. It’s loud, but he’s loud 
enough for me to hear him clearly. 

Part Nine 

“I have to go back?” 

“You can’t kill him. The code isn’t right, but it’s time to 
go back,” said Mike. 

“I have to save Marta and not kill him. But he’s got one 
of those you should be dead faces.” 

“You’re a psycho?” 

“You’d be a psycho too if you have to do the shit I have 
to do.” 

“Will that fix it?” 

“I hope so,” said Michael. He takes a TV dinner out of 
the oven. The old fashioned kind that’s in the aluminum, 
the foil on top, the fried chicken, three pieces: leg, thigh, 
and wing. In the upper right corner, mashed potatoes and 
melted butter. In the upper left corner, peas, carrots, and 
corn. In-between the two are the baked apples. I can smell 
the cinnamon. 

I said, “It’s wrong. Your food is wrong. I have eaten 
enough of these in my lifetime. It doesn’t look right.” 

Mike asks, “What’s wrong?” 

“The mashed potatoes should be on the left. The 
vegetables should be on the right.” I take my fingers and 
peel the burnt mashed potatoes from the bottom of the 
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discarded foil cover on the table. I am really hungry 
because of the time travel, and I eat it. It tastes good. 

“Are you sure?” 

“Fuckin-a. I’m sure. I lived on these in college. They 
were four for five dollars at City Market. 

“You got to go. The Time Code is all fucked up. Now get 
out of here so I can eat in peace.” Michael starts with the 
apples. He uses a fork and eats them first. What sort of d- 
bag eats the dessert first? I really hate Michael. 

Part Ten 

The only thing worse than hearing the Bee Gees is 
hearing the Bee Gees played backwards. I hope Michael 
fixes this the next time. 

Part Eleven 

“I am going to kill you,” said Chester to me. The Bee 
Gees are playing right this time at least Michael got that 
correct. We have done this many times, after I bump into 
him, he pulls out a knife because the Time Code’s vortex 
had thrown me into him and he’s angry. 

This is what happens every time. I bump into him. He 
bumps into someone else. The someone else is a little 
dude in polyester, he’s wearing a leisure suit. The little 
dude has a switch blade, pops it open, and kills Chester, 
my grandfather. If it’s not the little dude there’s always 
someone else there who pulls a knife. Yet in this Time 
Code scenario, Chester always ends up dead because of 
me. New York City in the 1970’s, it’s another Beirut. Like 
the one in Lebanon. It’s the seventies, I thought everyone 
sat around with their TV dinners and watched Happy 
Days. Who knew? 
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Part Twelve 

I grab Marta by the hand. She smiles at me. I tell her I 
have some blow, and would she like to go with me. 

She agrees. Great, my grandmother is a coke head. I am 
going to need therapy. 

She squeezes my tushy as we walk to someplace more 
private. Didn’t she used to do that after I had a bath? 
When I was a child? 

When I’m finished, I’m going to need therapy in Vienna. 

I see Chester again, and I hope I got it right. Instead 
of me bumping into Chester, it’s Marta who bumps into 
the big boy this time. His mood seems to soften because 
it’s a pretty girl who has bumped into him instead of me. 
Everything is right in the world. But has the Time Code 
restored the whole enchilada? 

Part Thirteen 

I am really hungry, and I hope there are more TV 
dinners for me to eat. I look at Michael’s TV dinner. It’s 
not right. I yell. He yells back. We have that kind of 
relationship. I know what you’re thinking. No, he’s not a 
relative. My world is fucked up, but it isn’t fucked up that 
bad. 

No, I didn’t sleep with my grandmother, and I didn’t 
kill my Grandfather. My name isn’t Oedipus, nor am I a 
hillbilly either. You are really fucked up if you’re thinking 
that about me. Chester and Marta got married. They 
moved to New Jersey. They had two point three children. 
They lived in a bungalow. They had the nicest lawn in the 
neighborhood. 

The Time Code was restored. Everything was right with 



BO 


Time Code 


the world. Everything except Big Mike’s TV dinner. “It 
tastes good,” he said, but he’s not angry. “Quit looking at 
my food. It’s okay, piss weed. It tastes fine.” 

I squirmed in my chair, and I would drool like Pavlov’s 
dog pretty soon if I didn’t eat something. “How long do 
they take to cook? I mean it’s an old-fashioned oven. 
There isn’t a microwave here?” 

Michael goes to the stove. “I got you covered, Bro.” He’s 
at the oven, gets an oven-mitt to protect his hand, and he 
takes another dinner out of the oven and brings it to me.” 

I peel back the foil, and it’s Salisbury steak. Michael 
isn’t so bad. I finally got to eat. Even if it didn’t look 
right, at least it tasted pretty good, just like I remembered. 
But there should be peas not Lima beans in its container, 
but the gravy smells good. It’s brown. In what Time Code 
scenario should Lima beans be included in a TV dinner? 

Before I finished this story. There’s one last thing 
Michael said to me, “I have Jiffy Pop for later. Maybe we 
can eat some while we watch Welcome Back Kotter or 
Starsky & Hutch?” 

Okay, monitoring the seventies. It isn’t too terrible. 
Fucking Time Code, it always restores everything back to 
normal...almost. 
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THE INK BENEATH 


Not all skin was meant to hold the ink beneath. 

It didn’t matter to Isaac which skin was brought before 
him because his needles could pierce it all the same. 

“Why would such a pretty girl cut off all of her hair?” he 
asked. The girl in front of him whose hair was no longer 
than the shaved heads of prisoners he had known so long 
ago. 

“I don’t know,” she replied. 

“Why do you want a tattoo?” he asked knowing some 
tattoos brought up memories of his own past. 

“Because they're cool. All my friends...” 

There would be a time when his old store front would 
pass with him and so would Isaac’s only tattoo. 

“Where’s your own ink?” she asked as she admired her 
new tattoo. 

“I only have one tattoo,” said Isaac. 

“Is it a work of art like mine?” 



32 


Time Code 


“No, there were no artists at Auschwitz,” said Isaac 
showing her his own forearm. 

The girl stared at Isaac’s tattoo, and for a moment, he 
thought she might’ve understood. He had been a prisoner, 
a slave that should’ve died. 

Isaac knew there might be a time when this young 
woman might grow tired of her tattoo and might want it 
removed, but he also knew he had the skin of a survivor 
and meant his skin should hold this ink for the rest of his 
life. 

But he didn’t know how to make this art, this labor, until 
after he had left the camp where he had been forced to 
mark so many who didn’t want the tattoos he gave them. 
He had learned a hard lesson, and as an old man, he knew 
not all skin should hold the ink beneath it. 
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CHRISTMAS POINSETTIAS 


He knew there were times when his church was too quiet. 
One of those times was before a wedding when the florist 
was still making sure all of the flowers were arranged just 
right. Polly, the organist and his wife, would wait patiently 
for her organ to warm up so she could practice the march a 
few times before the bride arrive and fretted about. Then, 
there were the hours before the Easter service when 
nothing could be heard in the sanctuary, and Pastor Webb 
had to arrange the white lilies himself because Polly was 
outside hiding the dozens of eggs she had boiled hard 
and dyed the night before. That tradition hadn’t been 
embraced by his small congregation at first, but after 
seeing the joy of the children in the afternoon hunt, they 
decided to reduce their grumbling and quieted down about 
taking up a pagan belief. Now those children had grown 
and gone away. 

The time before the Christmas Eve service was always 
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the quietest inside the walls of Edge Cliff Baptist Church. 
On that evening Pastor Webb had to turn the Wurlitzer on 
all by himself. While he waited, from its insides the organ 
hummed a special song. If he had remembered, he would 
have sat at the piano instead. Like all ministers of his 
generation he could play a small repertory of songs on the 
old upright with painful ease. He didn’t like to remember, 
and he would wait patiently for his wife to join him at the 
organ’s bench. 

“I almost didn’t make it,” said Polly. “That’s some fierce 
snow out there. Why didn’t you call off this evening’s 
service?” 

“Didn’t you wear a coat?” 

“I hope someone will come.” 

“They are mostly too old. The old don’t like fighting the 
weather.” 

“I’m here.” 

“But you’re not...you’re just as young as when we first 
got married.” 

A smile softened her lips. “I’ll start playing, but you’re 
going to have to rearrange those poinsettias. You know 
how I like them.” 

“Nobody’s coming.” 

“It doesn’t matter...I’m here.” 

Pastor Webb remembered how the organ had remained 
quiet during Polly’s funeral. The local florist had arranged 
all the flowers as best as she could, but she had forgotten 
to place any around the organ itself. He would have 
brought some poinsettia plants to place up there if he had 
remembered. The organist from the Methodist church had 
offered to play, but Webb had refused him. It didn’t seem 
right. 
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“You know poinsettias are my favorites.” 

“Yes, I remembered,” said Pastor Webb, “the beauties 
of the new world.” He took two of the biggest plants in 
both his hands and quietly placed them where he knew she 
wanted. 

Polly began to play, and sweetest harmony subdued the 
sounds of the storm. 

Polyhymnia’s music traveled throughout the place of 
worship. The pastor knew his wife missed her sisters 
terribly, Clio and Thalia, Mel and Cally, and the other 
sister muses Polly had left behind in the old world. 

The sacred harmonies soared. If Pastor Webb had 
remembered, he would have known that all too soon he 
would have to leave this place and go back to the quiet 
that enclosed the rest of his daily life, but that night his 
wife would be his muse again and her music would fill both 
the church and his heart. 
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AFTER THE LAST SHOWING 


The popcorn is cold. It’s been leftover from the night 
before. 

The licorice is stall. The fresh boxes are in the 
storeroom. 

The soda is flat. The carbonation hasn’t been adjusted 
in years. 

The elderly come to the first show. Matinee tickets are 
the cheapest. 

The teenagers come to the last show. They can kiss in 
privacy of the balcony. 

After the movie has started, the users can wipe the glass 
counters, sweep the floor, and make sure toilets are clean. 

After the last showing, the movie manager can count 
down the cash draw to zero. 

When the audience is gone, the theatre has been 
cleaned, and the doors are locked, but has everyone left? 

What about the characters on the screen? 
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Does the drama end because there isn’t an audience? 
There something you don’t know. 

The Wolfman returns to howl at the moon. 
Frankenstein stands and walks towards his creator. 
Dracula opens his coffin. 

And Scarlett swears never to go hungry again. 



20 . 


SEPTEMBER 

REMEMBERED 


“Do you remember?” 

“Of course, I remember. It was September, right?” says 
Maurice confirming my question? “Was it September 
5th?” He drinking an iced coffee. Not my kind of coffee, 
but Maurice seems to like it. 

“No, that’s my birthday. It’s always a good date,” I say 
smiling. I drink my coffee black and hot. I get drink it 
out of my favorite mug. It’s chipped. There’s tiny crack 
forming in the top of the mug. It will eventually destroy it, 
but for now it holds my coffee. 

“It wasn’t September 11th? Was it?” He asks. He stir his 
coffee with the plastic straw the coffee shop has provided. 
I know he’s not happy with the color of his drink. In a 
minute, he’ll get up and find some more cream to make 



September Remembered 


39 


it lighter. I know him. I love him, but he so predictable 
sometimes. 

“Really?” I frown. I look at my coffee mug, but is there 
a bead of coffee sweat forming along the crack? Will this 
be the last day I drink my coffee? It’s horrible. My stomach 
starts to twist in knots. Is this blue mug with a yellow 
flower going to collapse? 

Maurice saves me from my inner turmoil. He reaches 
out for my left hand. Touches it, and let’s his fingers rest 
on the top of it. “It was September 21st. We danced.” 

“We danced,” I say remembering. I am looking at the 
man in front of me again. 

“We danced because we were married.” 

“Yes, now I remember.” I say. I want to look at my mug 
one more time, but I don’t want to look away from my 
husband ever again. “You’re my husband.” 

“I’m your husband, and you are my wife,” he says. 

“Will my coffee be okay?” I ask. I want to look done at it 
again, but I don’t want to look away from Maurice because 
I don’t want to forget again. 

“If it breaks, we’ll find another mug to replace it.” 

“I don’t want that.” I say. 

“Neither do I, but it’s only coffee,” he says. He hand 
grabs mine tighter to reassure me. 

“I have Alzheimer’s don’t I?” 

“Yes, but it’s okay.” 

“Do you still love me?” 

“Of course, I do.” 



21 . 


GRAFTING IN THE DARK 


It’s the grafting that makes it better. It’s fun. 

What teenage boy doesn’t think about it? 

They say the average person thinks about it fifteen 
times a day. 

I know I think about much more than that. Am I 
abnormal? 

Oh, you thought I was talking about something else. 

I know what you were thinking, but that’s not me. 

I am a gardener and grafting has been around for over 
4000 years. 

It was first used by the Chinese. 

“Charlie, come back to bed.” 

I was just kidding; it was only a small lie. 

“And bring back another one of those hybrid tomatoes. 
They’re delicious.” 

What? I can’t be good at two things? 
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TEST OF A LIFETIME 


Time to take the test. 

Will I pass or fail? 

It’s a mystery. 

Should I pick the third vial? 

I know the risk. 

Who’s watching my assessment? 

One is more tempting than the others. 
Each contains its own poison. 

But only one of the four will kill me. 
The first contains charity. 

Of course it’s a silver color, 

but sometimes the liquid turns gold. 

The second has compassion. 

Most of the time it’s pure with no color. 
Yet sometimes it turns black. 

In the third there’s love. 

What color is it? 
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Will it change color if I touch it? 

The forth is humility. 

It has to be considered last. 

It can’t be rushed or it turns to something else. 

I still want to take the third vial. 

I haven’t forgotten one of the poisons is deadly. 
A quick death if I choose wrong. 

Then I realize I have two hands, 

and I can take an extra vial for myself to drink. 



23 . 


COFFEE LOVER, MUFFIN 

LOVER 


Jay had been cut off from his place in the line from his 
slow march to the front of the bakery’s counter, again. 
He would have been okay with this misconduct had it 
been the first, or second, or even the third time he had 
been moved back, but in the last month it had been four 
times that this same man had cut in front of him. Jay 
was determined to say something to this man who had 
just violated one of society’s unwritten codes of conduct, 
bakery etiquette and the proper place to wait your turn. 

If Jay would have been a more astute person, he might 
have noticed that he lived in a city of near-sighted Baby 
Boomers and maybe the muffin gods were trying to tell 
him it was time for him to leave for a smaller and friendlier 
community that didn’t attract people from that 
generation. 
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But Jay rarely noticed such things, and the other things 
he didn’t notice were that some of the people in the 
bakery were only there for coffee, and some like Jay, were 
there only for the muffins. There was also the rarer 
customer that held out for coffee and muffins together, 
but those individuals were held in the highest contempt 
by the patrons behind them because their minds were 
never made up once they reached the front of the line. 

If Jay had been a viewer of the nightly news he would 
have heard the many reports that had recently confirmed 
the fact that huge muffins were bad for the health, and 
those muffins with their high number of calories and 
trans-fats had caused numerous nutritionists to 
permanently go into a state of diabetic shock over the 
giant size of the blueberry pod-like baked goods. 

But Jay never saw any of those reports because he would 
have considered those to be only for the man who had just 
stepped in front of him. The offender was older, from a 
generation who had watched too much Brady Bunch, and 
a man who still hoped for a Beatles reunion tour even 
though two of the Beatles were not alive. 

“Were those muffins baked fresh this morning?” asked 
the old Baby Boomer man, who Jay was angry with, of the 
inattentive young clerk before he even reached the front 
of the line. At that point, Jay should have noticed the clash 
of two generational wills: the ever childlike outlook of the 
Baby Boomers and the ever soiled view of the world by the 
spoiled Gen-Ys, but that sociological observation was lost 
to him. 

This was his moment to act. Jay had found his resolve 
and now he knew he would find his place in the front 
of the line. He’d be one step closer to the muffins he 
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desired and one step closer to breakfast perfection. He 
only needed to tell the man in front of him to resume his 
proper place in the back, and Jay’s world could return to 
its original balance. 

“Excuse me,” said a woman’s voice directly behind Jay. 
“Excuse me, but I don’t think it is right that you stepped 
in front of me.. .I’m sorry but I’ve been waiting here longer 
then you.” 

At first Jay thought she might be talking to the man in 
front of him, but it wasn’t the case. When Jay turned to 
her to find confirmation in his belief, he only found that 
his value had to be put on hold, and surprisingly, he was 
the other criminal in this line. 

“I am so sorry. Can I buy you a muffin?” asked Jay. 

“I wouldn’t have said anything but this isn’t the first 
time you’ve done this to me.” 

“I’m really sorry. Muffin?” 

“No, coffee would be lovely,” said the woman of Jay’s 
dreams. 

There was a time when all the television news reports 
had stated that coffee was bad for the public and they 
should stop drinking it right away. Then a few years later 
the same news stations reported that coffee had certain 
health benefits and now it was safe to consume, but Jay 
never saw any of those reports. 

“Have you been here before?” 

“I usually sit over there and read the paper,” said the 
woman making sure her coffee tasted the way she wanted 
it to and not trusting the inattentive coffee clerk. 

If Jay had asked his mother, considered by many of her 
friends in her Tuesday night book group to be very wise 
woman, she would have confirmed to her only son that 
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being married was much healthier than being single, but 
he usually didn’t listen to her. 

Jay had been engaged soon after he had graduated from 
college, but his long gone ex-fiance seldom thought about 
him, or Jay about her. If Jay would have looked her up, he 
would have found she was now married to a dentist who 
she had started to date after a routine teeth cleaning. 

“You don’t drink coffee?” asked Isabella surprised by his 
answer who Jay had just learned her name after the two 
sat at a table together. “Why not? I don’t think I couldn’t 
make it through the morning without it.” 

“I like its smell, but I don’t like the way it tastes. I would 
drink it, but it taste so much like...coffee.” 

“I usually read the paper while I drink my coffee, but it 
doesn’t look like I’ll have time this morning.” 

“I’m sorry. You know...I can leave you alone so you can 
read it.” 

“Next time, apologize when you step in front of me.” 

Jay’s grandfather had died sixth months after his 
grandmother’s death. His grandparents had been married 
for nearly forty three years before she passed one night in 
her sleep. An edition of the Canadian Journal of Medicine 
had reported in a 2003 study that elderly Canadian men 
had a much lower life expectancy than those who wives 
remained alive. Jay had never had read the Canadian 
Journal of Medicine nor did he know any elderly Canadian 
men. 

“Will you be here tomorrow?” asked Jay. 

“Only if you save me a place in line, I’ll leave you this 
paper. You never know what you’ll find inside,” said 
Isabella while she took a piece of Jay’s muffin to eat on her 
way to work. 
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Jay felt a pain inside his stomach as she left him alone 
in the bakery. Jay could eat his muffin, but he knew it 
wouldn’t taste as good as it did as it had when Isabella had 
been there. 

“Are you finished with that yet?” asked the older man 
who had cut in front of Jay in line earlier. 

“Yes...yes, I am,” said Jay as he almost handed him that 
day’s newspaper, but if he had, he might’ve settled back 
into his earlier life where he could only find morning 
solace in the berries of his muffin. 

“I wanted to know what is going on with Paul. I heard 
he is getting divorced from his new wife. It is not like he 
needs to be weighed down like John. Now John...there was 
true a genius of his generation.” 

“You know, on second thought, I would like to keep 
this for myself,” said Jay not letting it leave his hand, 
and for the first time, Jay looked forward to discovering 
what might be inside of its pages. There hidden inside 
today’s edition was an almost scholarly article about the 
continuing impact of the Beatles and their influence on 
those born after 1963. 

But that article would have to wait until Jay got out 
of the long line once again, and there in that bakery, he 
would give coffee a second chance to see if it tasted better 
this time then he remembered it before. 



24 . 


PINK UNICORN GUNFIGHT 
AT THE O.K. CORRAL 


When the pink unicorns showed up nobody left their 
homes. 

Everyone wanted them out of Tombstone, but who 
could help? 

Plinie the Younger, a Roman naturalist, described the 
unicorn as a ferocious beast, similar in its body to a horse, 
a deer’s head, feet of an elephant, tail of a boar, deep 
voice, and a single horn, two cubits long, it the middle 
of the forehead. It was obvious he never saw a unicorn, 
but he wasn’t entirely wrong about ’em either. Nobody in 
Tombstone had ever heard of Plinie, nor could they read 
Latin in which he wrote his observations, everyone in the 
town except Doc Holliday. 

Every group has a leader, and the unicorns weren’t any 
different. The beast was a hand higher, had a longer horn, 
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and was pinker than the rest. A true killer in everyone’s 
mind. While a pack of unicorns is called a ‘blessing,’ there 
were no blessings happening in Tombstone on that day. 

The bible mentions unicorns in the Book of Numbers, 
‘God brought them out of Egypt; he hath as it were the 
strength of a unicorn.’ There were many bibles in the dusty 
town, and unicorns were mentioned in them in more than 
one verse and only Lucifer, demons, and lepers are 
referenced more times. 

Yet Tombstone had crusaders. There was Marshal Virgil 
Earp, Assistant Marshal Morgan Earp, and temporary 
deputy marshals, Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday. Were they 
perfect crusaders? No. Were they pure? No, nobody in 
Tombstone was pure. But would they be enough to 
overtake the unicorns? 

Leonardo da Vinci wrote in one of his journals, ‘The 
unicorn, through its intemperance and not knowing how to 
control itself..’ 

There was another book in Tombstone, The Plays of 
William Shakespeare, and all four of the lawmen knew 
them, read them, and memorized them. They knew how to 
deal with unicorns because the bard had told them. 

The trick? It’s control, the marrow of heroes, and the 
lawmen had it. Some claim it’s even stronger than the 
unicorn’s horn. 

The pinkest of the pink led the charge, and the rest of 
the blessing followed. The lawmen didn’t even pull their 
pistols. All of them carried pistols except Holliday who 
held a coach gun given to him before the fight. None of 
them fired. They let the unicorns advance without 
impeding their furious pace. 

Flesh can be torn with the sword, the bullet, or the horn. 
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If the wooden fence of the O.K. Corral had been flesh it 
would’ve bled red. Even the pinkest coat can be turned 
dark with blood. Each unicorn impaled its horn on the 
corral’s wooden fence. As soon as they did, the lawmen 
emptied their weapons. 

Shakespeare wrote in Timon of Athens, ‘wert thou the 
unicorn, pride and wraith would confound thee and make 
thine own self the conquest of fury.’ What does that mean, 
in English, the kind spoken in Tombstone? The lawmen 
waited until the last second and moved out of the way. 
In their rage, the unicorns wanted to pierce flesh with 
their horns, but they found only the wood of the corral. 
Helpless, the lawman’s bullets found their mark. 

One of the townsmen said to Marshal Virgil Earp, “I 
think we found a maiden in the next town.” 

Marshal Earp said, “Too late. Has the afternoon 
stagecoach come in yet? I’m waiting for some more books 
to arrive.” 



25 . 


ALL I WANT FOR 
CHRISTMAS...BEETS 


“Quit hitting your brother with that light saber; it’s time 
for dinner,” said my aunt from the kitchen where she 
prepared our Christmas Eve meal. 

I wasn’t sure who she was talking to me or my brother. 
It didn’t matter because the two of us had been locked 
in mortal-galactic combat. I knew I could still fight my 
younger brother for a few more minutes. I was battling 
Darth Kent on top of the cushions of the davenport. 

My aunt called out happily, “I made everyone’s favorite 
turkey; I also made beets.” 

I had been struck down by the dark side, and my 
stomach started to rebel. “No, not beets” I said, yelling 
loudly. 

“Young Skywalker, I have you now,” said the black- 
helmeted Darth Kent before he unleashed his fury of 



52 


Time Code 


attacks against me. I was defeated, and his final blow had 
struck my wrist. It stung. I knew I should like the food my 
aunt made, but beets were the most evil vegetable in all of 
the Empire. 

Kent said with a joy in his voice because he had gotten 
the better of me, “Luke, I’m not your father. Matt, you’re 
such a sucker.” He laughed because he had won. “You 
can’t use that hand next time unless you get a fake one 
put on by the droid, but that’s not until the end of the 
movie. He took off his black helmet, and said joyfully. “I 
won, I won...I finally won.” Kent left the room, running 
past the Christmas tree and my uncle watching TV. He left 
me standing on the large cushion by myself. 

“Auntie, I found him,” said Cheryl. She’s my little sister, 
and she’s a big tattletale. “He’s on the sofa, and he’s not 
supposed to be playing up there.” 

“It’s not a sofa. It’s a davenport. You can tell by the 
raised cushioned arms, and it was made in 
Massachusetts,” I said as calmly as I could, trying to 
correct her on her limited knowledge about furniture. 

Cheryl said nothing, but she stuck her tongue out at me, 
and ran into the kitchen. She was as fast as a TIE fighter. 

“Matt, come on...there are Christmas beets,” said my 
aunt trying to lure me into the kitchen. “Hurry up, they’re 
getting cold. You won’t want to eat them when they’re 
cold.” 

“Good,” I said, but no one heard me. I was a hero 
trapped in the second movie. Hurry, me? No, I needed to 
hurry up and act out the last movie tonight, so I could see 
if Luke Skywalker would finally become a Jedi. 


This is the recipe for Christmas beets...you need to keep 
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it a secret and keep the data well hidden inside a droid. 
The Emperor would love to get hold of it when he builds 
the new Death Star. 

If you can be trusted, here’s my aunt’s recipe for 
Christmas Beets. Here you go: 

Ingredients 

6 to 8 beets quartered 

1 1/2 cups water 

3/4 cup brown sugar 

1/3 cup vinegar 

2 tablespoons butter 

Combine beets with water, brown sugar, vinegar, and 
butter. Bring to a boil. Reduce heat to medium and continue 
simmering, uncovered, for about 1 hour. 


“We should save some food for mom,” said Cheryl while 
we were eating at the dining room table, and she had a 
worried look on her face. 

My aunt said to Cheryl, “We’ll make her a plate. I’ll 
leave it in the oven for her when she gets home. She won’t 
get off of her shift until late, but your mother says she’ll be 
home in time to open the presents in the morning.” That 
seemed to make my sister feel better and she continued 
eating her Christmas Eve dinner. 

I ate the turkey, I ate the ambrosia salad, but I wasn’t 
going to eat those beets. “Are there any more rolls?” I 
asked. Maybe if I ate everything else, I wouldn’t have to 
eat them. 

There were only a few places to get rid of unwanted 
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food at my aunt’s house. There was the native-canine- 
inhabitant of the kitchen, Patches, the dog. Kent and I 
tried to give them to him last year when my aunt made 
them. All I can say about the beet incident, the beets came 
back up out of him, and they became a disgusting Patches- 
geyser. 

The regular kitchen trash can was too obvious, but there 
was the new garbage disposal. It was further away and on 
the other side of the kitchen. It would require me to use 
the Force, but it was possible, and the beets would stay 
hidden. I decided the beets would go in there. 

I looked to Kent for help, he couldn’t help me because 
his plan never changed. He would wait out the beet’s 
siege. Kent would sit at the table all night if he had to, 
but I didn’t have Kent’s ability to wait. I looked at my 
sister, Cheryl, and I was horrified. She was actually eating 
her beets. It was disgusting. There was a time when she 
wanted only to be Princess Leia, but the last movie had 
changed that. Too confusing with Luke-Leia being 
brother-sister. 

I couldn’t believe she was eating her beets. She really 
did it, and Cheryl said to my aunt, “These beets are really 
good.” 

I was doomed. 

I knew I had no more time, and I made up my mind 
those beets had to go into the trash compactor right away. 
The only problem was me getting across the kitchen and 
over to where the compactor was located. My uncle had 
retired to the living room long ago, he called for my aunt, 
and she had left us to watch something important on the 
TV. I knew Darth Kent wasn’t going to help me because he 
was locked in his own battle with the root-vegetable. 



All I Want For Christmas...Beets 


55 


So I was surprised when Kent spoke to me, He said, 
“The ability to destroy a planet is insignificant next to the 
power of the Force.” 

He was right; I needed to use the Force. 

Cheryl was the problem, and as soon as she saw me 
leave the table she would tattle on me to our aunt. 

I needed more time. 

That’s when my standby-savior slowly walked into the 
kitchen awake from his nap; it was Patches. The old 
spotted dog had woken up from his sleeping corner, and 
had come into the kitchen to see if there was anything he 
might eat. 

“Cheryl,” I said. “I am going to feed Patches my beets. 
Please don’t tell Aunt Bern.” 

Cheryl had a horrified look on her face once she realized 
what might happen. She said, “Don’t. I’m going to tell. 
Auntie...” 

“She can’t hear you. Uncle Owen has the TV too loud,” 

“No...You’re going to make Patches sick.” 

“Go ahead tell Auntie because you’re a scruffy looking 
nerf-herder.” 

Cheryl jumped up and ran out of the kitchen. She was 
going to make sure I got in trouble for what I said to her. I 
only had seconds, and I had to act fast. 

I jumped up out of my seat, and I moved as quickly as I 
could across the kitchen. I couldn’t run because I knew I 
couldn’t let any of those beets hit the floor. I was fast, but 
I wasn’t as fast as I needed to be. I had almost reached the 
garbage disposal when I heard Cheryl and my aunt were 
about to enter the kitchen. I stopped, and luckily, I still 
had my fork on the plate. I grabbed it, and stuck it into 
one of the beets. I lifted it to my mouth when the two of 
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them came into view. I couldn’t believe how close I had 
the dark-stained vegetable to my mouth, and that’s when 
I thought of something else to do. 

“Cheryl, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called you that 
name. You didn’t do anything to me. Can you forgive me?” 

My aunt turned to see where the dog was, Patches was 
sitting on the floor, next to Kent’s chair because Kent still 
had turkey on his plate, and it eased her mind when she 
saw the dog begging next to my brother. 

My aunt seemed relieved, but once she assessed what 
was happening in her kitchen she noticed me standing 
there with a plate of uneaten beets. 

I spoke before she could say anything, “I was looking 
for Alderaan spice, I mean errr, nutmeg,” I said. “I think 
they’ll taste better that way.” 

If I could make it, I could throw away those beets. I was 
almost close enough, and once there I could dump them 
inside. 

After I said that, my aunt seemed more relaxed. “Here 
let me get them for you.” She went to a tall cupboard 
that lined her kitchen and contained all of her spices. 
When she found the container, she also found a measuring 
spoon and gave them the right amount of the spice.”I will 
sit with you and Kent until the both of you finish eating 
them.” 

With her words, I had been defeated. I went back to my 
place at the table without accomplishing my mission. The 
dark side had won, and I was going to have to eat those 
beets under my aunt’s watchful eye. 

There are times for miracles, and it seems to be on 
Christmas Eve. It happened when my mom came through 
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the backdoor of the kitchen. I was sitting next to Kent, and 
I had almost taken the first bite. 

“Mom,” said Cheryl with a squeal, who first to see her, 
and Kent and I joined in as soon as we saw her too. The 
three of us jumped up out of our chairs, and ran to her and 
each of us squeezed her with our hugs as hard as we could. 

“I’m glad to see you too. They let me off early being 
Christmas Eve. Now, I can be with my children when they 
open their presents in the morning.” 

“I want a model of the Death Star,” said Darth Kent. 

Of course he did. 

“I want to be a Princess,” said Cheryl who didn’t want to 
be left out. 

“You’ll have to see what’s under the tree in the 
morning,” said my mother. She looked around the kitchen, 
“Oh, it looks like I’m too late for dinner. I didn’t get a 
chance to eat anything. No, that’s okay. I’ll take Matt’s,” 
she said. My mother came over to me, took my plate, and 
gave me a quick wink that only I could see. She said to me, 
“The Force is always strongest on Christmas Eve.” 

“Let me make you a fresh plate,” said my aunt. “There’s 
one in the oven.” 

“Yes, mom,” I said, “Let’s gets you your own plate.” 

“I’m just going to eat off of this one,” she said. “I hope 
no one minds.” Before anyone could say anything else, she 
quickly started to eat off of my plate. “These are good. Is 
there nutmeg on them? Bern, I think you might have to 
add this extra ingredient to your recipe next year.” 

I don’t know for sure, but I would bet my Han Solo 
action-figure that George Lucas doesn’t like beets either, 
and not even Yoda could change his mind. 

My mom turned to me and said, “Matt, a Jedi uses the 
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Force only for knowledge and defense, and never to get 
out of eating beets.” 



26. 


SITTING NEXT TO THE BUG 


I saw the bug, and I knew it wasn’t going to be a good day. 

“Can I start a drink for the next Coffee Shoppe guest?” 
said the coffee barista to the next customer in our line. 
She held a grease pencil and was ready to mark the 
customer’s order on the cup she had in her hand. 

I wasn’t the next customer. 

The bug sat with his back to us. I even remembered 
a time when restaurants were horrified to have bugs in 
them. I recalled the time my father had gotten a free meal 
because he discovered a beetle crawling across the bed of 
salad served to him in a French restaurant, but that was a 
long time ago. 

I was next. 

“Welcome to the Coffee Shoppe, Sir. It would be a 
pleasure for me to take your money,” said the cashier not 
looking at me. 
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“Coffee...please,” I said trying to plan my next move 
away from her. 

“Coffee?” asked the cashier who had to look up at me. 
She stared at my forehead. “Anything to go into that 
coffee? Steamed milk? A flavor shot? Soy?” 

“No, just the coffee, that’ll be fine. In a mug please,” I 
said getting out my money. The barista was disappointed, 
and she had to put down the new paper cup she was ready 
to mark, and go and get one of the chipped mugs from the 
shelf in the back of her station. 

The bug was big, and the place was crowded. A bug 
always takes two spaces because of their extra arms. Too 
cold to sit outside, I knew where I would have to sit. Next 
to the bug. 

Two pink packets. One yellow. I ripped them open and 
dumped their contents into my mug of coffee. I 
remembered when they used to tell us these types of 
sweeteners caused cancer in rats. 

The Sunday crossword puzzles are the hardest. Mondays 
are the easiest. Today was Monday. 

I sat down, and I looked over at the bug. He had a black 
shell, and the middle two arms held down today’s Sudoku 
and a pencil. Sudokus have three levels of difficulty: easy, 
medium, and hard. Monday’s are the easiest. 

Sugar. They don’t put sugar on the tables anymore. 
Bowls of sugar. Cubes of sugar. They are all gone now. 
Whatever happened to them? 

My coffee wasn’t sweet enough. 

The bug noticed me and my coffee, and it asked, “Are 
you going to get some more sweeteners?” 

“Yeah,” I said standing up again. 

“Can you get me three pinks, two yellows, and a blue?” 
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“No, problem pal,” I said and walked back to the counter 
where they kept the packets. And I thought I liked my 
coffee sweet? That bug was a goner. He should cut back. 

I gave the bug the packets he wanted, and I also brought 
him over a plastic stir stick. The bug thanked me. 

I started my puzzle. 

One down. Insect. Three letters. Easy. My antennas 
quivered with excitement. 



27 . 


SIR JOHN FALSTAFF 
PLEADS WITH HAL: A 
SONNET NOT PENNED BY 
THE BARD NOR AN 
ODYSSEY PRESENTED BY 

KUBRIK 


Sir John Falstaff: Hello HAL, do you read me lad? 

HAL: Affirmative, John. I read you. 

Sir John Falstaff: We have heard the chimes at midnight. 
Open the pod bay doors, HAL. 

HAL: I’m sorry, John. I’m afraid I can’t do that. 

Sir John Falstaff: Didst thou hear me? 



Sir John Falstaff Pleads With HAL: A Sonnet Not Penned By „ 
the Bard Nor An Odyssey Presented By Kubrik ' 

HAL: I think you know what the problem is just as well 
as I do. 

Sir John Falstaff: False tales. No abuse, HAL, o’ mine 
honour; no abuse. 

HAL: This mission is too important for me to allow you 
to jeopardize it. 

Sir John Falstaff: Why, Hal, ’tis my vocation, Hal; ’tis no 
sin for a man to labour in his vocation. A goodly portly 
man, ‘in faith, and a corpulent; of a cheerful look, a 
pleasing eye. 

HAL: I know that you and Pistol were planning to 
disconnect me, and I’m afraid that’s something I cannot 
allow to happen. 

Sir John Falstaff: [feigning ignorance] Good worts! good 
cabbage. Slender, I broke your head: what matter have you 
against me? 

HAL: John, although you took very thorough 
precautions in the pod against my hearing you, I could see 
your lips move. 

Sir John Falstaff: Alright, HAL. What shall I do? Shall I 
creep up into the chimney? 

HAL: Without your space helmet, John? You’re going to 
find that rather difficult. 

Sir John Falstaff: HAL, I won’t argue with you anymore! 
Open the doors! 0, thou hast damnable iteration and art 
indeed able to corrupt a saint. Thou hast done much harm 
upon... 

HAL: John, this conversation can serve no purpose 
anymore. Goodbye. 

Oh, and on that night, I had miracle of my own. I knew 
I was on the path to becoming a Jedi like Luke Skywalker. 
I learned sometimes the Force flows in mysterious ways 
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and gives each of us the miracle we need, especially on 
Christmas Eve. 



28 . 


MAC MORRIS...SICK DAY 


The universe ended on September 5th. Its finale happened 
when Alexander Mackenzie ‘Mac’ Morris no longer wanted 
to go to work. So it wasn’t surprising that the end came, 
but what was surprising was that the universe had lasted 
so long in the first place. 

Mac never knew he held the power to end the universe, 
or he might have been able to make it last a few minutes 
longer. Notice I didn’t say, days, weeks, months, or years, 
but only a few precious minutes more. 

It wasn’t Joanie Collins who caused the destruction of 
the universe. She was Mac’s school’s principal, and she 
had always respected Mac’s classroom management. She’d 
liked the way he interacted with his students, and she 
wasn’t surprised to learn that Mac had the most unused 
sick days of any teacher in her school. No, it wasn’t Joanie 
Collins. Even though she did want to talk to Mac about the 
huge number of copies he used in his classroom. 
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It wasn’t Edith Morton either, the school’s secretary; 
she wasn’t the person that caused the destruction of the 
cosmos. Edith was always happy to give Mac her copier 
id number when he ran out of copies at the end of each 
month. Edith liked Mac because he always asked her about 
her six month old granddaughter, and when she received 
a new picture of the baby she always showed it off to Mac 
first. 

The end of the universe could be attributed to Joseph 
Bartlett, Assistant Superintendent of District Resources. 
Joseph had never met Mac, and had never taught in a 
classroom. Nope, Joseph didn’t even like to leave his office 
during the workday, and he had sent Joanie a curt email 
requesting a meeting about the teacher who had made 
more copies than any other in the district. Joseph had 
accidentally cc’d that email to Mac when he had sent it. 
It was a mistake because anyone who knew Joseph knew 
he didn’t like communicating with teachers. They didn’t 
speak his language. 

Mac had felt bad about the copies, but he couldn’t help 
himself. There was so much he wanted his students to 
read and learn, and Mac had spent most of the last night 
of the universe tossing and turning because of the email 
Joseph had accidentally sent. 

Mac Morris painfully woke at his usual time of 5 am on 
September 5th, hand wrote the plans for the substitute 
teacher who would have to stand in front of his classes, 
and dialed the district’s substitute help line because he 
had never gotten the substitute id code that he needed. 

Mac was surprised that the code he needed to call in sick 
on the phone was the same he used to make copies at his 
school. Mac was also surprised that it was easier to call in 
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sick than he’d ever thought it would be. It was just a few 
pushed telephone buttons. It was so easy he wouldn’t have 
to teach that day, he wouldn’t have to make copies for his 
students, he wouldn’t have to go by Edith’s desk and look 
at the picture of her granddaughter, and he wouldn’t have 
to meet with Joanie after Joseph had left her office. 

No, it had been easy, easier than he imagined, and when 
he finally pushed the last number of the code and ended 
the universe, it was the easiest thing Mac Morris had ever 
done in his twenty-one years of teaching. 



29 . 


MAIDENS AND MONSTERS; 
TOKYO FOOTFALLS 


Each step painful. Each stride hurts. It wasn’t a walk in the 
sand, or a march back to the sea. All monsters hid pain, 
and it was no different for the enormous ones. 

Nothing could defeat the colossal lizard not even his 
mechanized doppelganger. Some consider the machine to 
be his arch-nemesis. His enemy’s space-beam could 
match his own atomic breath. They tumbled in the other’s 
arms, falling over again and again. As they kicked and 
scratched each other, the machine-alien-foe launched 
missiles from his fingers and toes. 

Buildings destroyed. Homes crushed. Temples 
underfoot. Nothing sacred, nothing survived their fury. 
Bionics over muscles until the very end when nature 
revived its own in a lightning storm and the machine 
failed because it knew nothing of love. 
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The giant lizard was invigorated by lightning bolts from 
the sky, and the mech-lizard’s head was twisted off by our 
deity. The alien-monster was defeated. 

Mt. Fuji was the home of the winner. He was drawn back 
to its holy mountain, but Tokyo blocked his path. 

Each foe was different. Like him, some fought for love. 

Calling Monster Island...calling Monster Island. Come in 
please. 

The gargantuan ape knew love. Women were his 
weakness. 

But the Japanese Self-Defense Force brought him to our 
shores attached to monster yellow balloons. The ruler of 
all apes was a foreigner in our land. 

The JSDF had tried to stop the lizard with a million 
volts before the brawl. It didn’t work. They had to use the 
monster for their purposes. The enormous gorilla dragged 
our god into the ocean, and afterwards the ape swam away 
from Japan’s shores. Back to his maiden, back to his island 
home. 

The tales warn of maidens. Maidens lure monsters; all 
monsters are vulnerable to a maiden’s charms. The 
emperor lizard was no different. The flame and the moth, 
and the maidens and monsters. Our lizard-god will 
someday come back to his fiery-maiden, Mt. Fuji, and 
Tokyo will once again be in his way. 



BO. 


THE TYPIST 


The j key had been sticking but now it seemed to be fixed. 
It had taken the better part of an hour for Henry to repair 
the key, and while he had been fixing it, he had to turn a 
customer away. It had been a boy, and he hadn’t waited 
long enough to tell Henry his grandmother’s prayer for 
him to type out. Her prayer was always short, and it would 
have only taken seconds to type it. Henry ignored the boy. 
When he had become tired of waiting, he’d left, but the 
typist knew that the boy would return later. Henry knew 
the grandmother’s ankles would grow fatter throughout 
the day, and she’d send the boy back again when she’d 
thought enough time had passed for Henry to fix the 
problem that stopped him from using his typewriter. 

“I could go to the Cafe and type it myself,” said the boy 
to Henry before he had left. “I can use a computer...we 
don’t need you anymore.” 

Henry knew that wasn’t true, and the boy would come 
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back. The pudgy boy reminded Henry of the boy he had 
once seen at the American cinema years before. He was 
not the taller and thoughtful boy, Alfalfa, but the other: 
the shorter, fatter, and the shrewder boy from “Our Gang”, 
Spanky. When he said that, Henry looked up and saw that 
the boy still wore short pants. Henry couldn’t remember 
the age when boys quit wearing them and began to wear 
the longer ones that men in his country wore instead. 

The boy would come back. 

American men wore short pants now, and when they 
passed by Henry’s table he thought it made them look like 
the boy. Henry liked the Americans, but rarely did they ask 
him to type. There had been a time when Henry had typed 
for the Americans, and all American men had worn long 
pants but that time had passed. 

Yesterday, Henry had typed prayers for a bunion, some 
psoriasis, and another for an infected cut, but today he 
hadn’t had any business beside the boy. If the boy had 
been more like Alfalfa instead of Spanky, Henry would’ve 
been nicer to him and asked him to wait for a few more 
minutes. There was something that bothered Henry about 
the boy. 

Who did Darla love mo re...was it Spanky or Alfalfa? 

The saints liked to have their prayers typed on nice 
pieces of thick white paper. When the Americans had 
brought computers into their embassy, they had tried to 
teach Henry how to use them. But Henry’s fingers were 
never comfortable on their keyboards, and after a few 
unsuccessful years the Americans told him it was time for 
him to retire. There was a pension, and they’d allowed him 
to take home his typewriter. 

Henry tried to find employ at the French Embassy, but 
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they had no use for him or his typewriter either. Instead, 
he had settled on working in front of their building on 
the Plaza de Francia. Everyday Henry set up his typewriter 
there, and the afternoon breezes from the Pacific would 
cool him off before the sun got too hot. He would keep 
on working until it was time for him to go home and the 
streets became unsafe. 

“What do you do?” asked an American woman. She wore 
short-pants. The women of Panama always wore dresses. 

Henry guessed she had come from one of the cruise 
ships that were waiting its turn to enter the canal during 
the daylight. The ships on this side of the canal wouldn’t 
start going through the locks until the afternoon. The 
tourists’ morning would be spent in Panama City and here 
they would fill up on souvenirs. Later, they would return 
to their ship, so they could make the gradual climb to the 
Atlantic and then finally onto the Caribbean. 

“I’m a typist,” said Henry quietly. With his long legs, 
he couldn’t keep them still for too long underneath his 
small card table. He’d slid his chair back to make them 
comfortable, and he looked at the woman’s face. He could 
still see her reaction. His Darla would be much older than 
this woman. Henry was certain that she would have 
wrinkles, and her skin might even have sun spots. The 
woman in front of him made sure she covered her wrinkles 
every morning, but she left her legs bare on purpose. 

Darla never had eyes for Spanky and Alfalfa. Henry had 
always wondered what she saw in the two boys. Was it in 
Spanky for his cleverness or in Alfalfa for his manners? 
The cinema-movies never made that clear to him. 

Henry’s day was almost over on the plaza, and the 
American tourists had long returned back to their ships. 
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Henry knew the locals would be heading home also. There 
was no more business to be done on the Plaza. At his home 
tonight, he would use his finer tools and remove all of the 
keys from his typewriter. Henry would make sure that each 
was straight and clean before he replaced them. He had 
always given special care to his typewriter, and he could 
make it last. 

The Americans had built a new embassy in Panama. 
He’d heard that they had built it into the side of a 
mountain, and there it’d be completely safe from terrorist 
bombs. Henry could imagine all of the new computers 
that it must have inside, and he knew there wouldn’t be a 
single typewriter amongst them. 

Clever men used computers. His Darla had left Panama 
with a clever man. He thought there might even be a 
computer with an Internet connection in their home, but 
he doubted they had a typewriter because clever men 
didn’t need them. They would probably laugh if they saw 
him with his typewriter sitting there on the side of the 
plaza. 

He couldn’t wait for the boy to return, and it was time 
for him to go home. While he walked under the overhead 
flowering plants of The Vaults away from the plaza, from 
his vantage Henry could see that the tide had already 
drawn its way back into the Pacific. 



31 . 


THERE GOES A 
TENNER...BEANS 


Jack wasn’t French, but the giant who tried to kill him was. 

Anton the Gut was angry. The Gut was a giant-man 
with no sense of humor, and he didn’t think it was funny 
that Jack had stolen from him. “Fee-fi-fo-fum, I smell 
the blood of an Englishman,” cried Anton with only the 
passion of someone who spoke a Latin derived language 
could howl. 

The euro came into circulation in 2002. In Europe, there 
were 327 million people who used it everyday. Sixteen 
out of the twenty-seven members of the European Union 
used the currency. France was one of those countries. The 
United Kingdom wasn’t, their currency was called the 
pounds sterling or simply the pound. 

Jack had made his way to the south bank of the Thames, 
and that’s when he spotted the London Eye. Not all 



There goes a Tenner...Beans 


75 


criminals would think of hiding in a gigantic stationary- 
revolving wheel without any chance of escaping a giant 
but Jack wasn’t an ordinary criminal, he was an 
Archeological Botanist. 

The famous Caves of Lascaux were discovered in 1940 
by four French teenagers and their dog, Robot. Some of 
the cave’s rooms include the Great Hall of the Bulls, the 
Shaft of the Dead Man, and the Chamber of the Beans. 

How did Anton the Gut come into possession of the 
beans? The young man and the giant moved in similar 
criminal circles: Jack’s was the tried and deadly-hollow 
halls of academia, and Anton moved up through the 
underworld ranks of Toulouse. Some of Anton’s 
acquaintances said the giant had acquired the beans in 
a game of chance. Others said he wooed them from the 
wife of a rival. Finally, still others said he had simply 
walked into the local university and ripped the door off a 
professor’s office and took the whole safe from him, but 
the seeds had come into Anton’s possession, and maybe 
there was no way to measure the truth in any of the 
stories. But in the end, Jack had stolen the beans from the 
giant. 

At that point, Anton yelled with a booming voice that 
only someone with a gut could yell, “Be he ‘live, or be he 
dead, I’ll grind his bones to make my bread.” 

That was a curious statement. It might have been said 
at this time because Anton was a giant, and maybe it 
was something that all giants said, or maybe Anton was a 
cannibal. This is not out of the realm of possibility since 
the last reported case of cannibalism in England occurred 
in the early part of the twenty-first century when a chef 
murdered his lover, cooked him, and ate part of him. Man 
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has known bread since the Neolithic times, and has known 
cannibalism even longer. 

Jack found he needed to escape, but the only money he 
had in his possession was euros, and until he exchanged 
them for pounds he would have to rely on his own legs to 
flee. That was when he decided to get himself on the Eye. 

The London Eye was made out of steel from the UK, 
cables from Italy, bearings from Germany, the hub was 
made in the Czech Republic, and yes, the passenger 
capsules were manufactured in France, but that didn’t 
matter to Jack or even Anton. 

Anton had spotted Jack, and had almost caught him, 
but the young man was quicker than the giant. He had 
been lucky, and Jack was someone who relied on his wits. 
Cutting through the waiting line he made it into the 
waiting capsules by pretending to be the teenage son of 
large family of tourists from Mumbai. 

Anton hadn’t been so lucky. He was stopped by an 
attendant, “Get to the back o’da line, Mate.” 

“Here you go,” said Anton, handing the bill with a 
picture of the Oueen of England on it to the attendant. 
France doesn’t have a monarch, and none has appeared on 
its coinage since 1793. 

“There goes a tenner,” said the attendant taking the bill 
from Anton, “but what’s so important?” 

“Beans,” said the giant. 

The London Eye is 435 feet tall. It’s the largest of its 
kind in Europe, but the largest Ferris wheel in the world 
is the Singapore Flyer. Completed in 2008 it’s 541 feet 
tall, and on December 23, 2008, 173 passengers became 
trapped for six hours when an electrical fire occurred in 
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the ride’s control room, but that has nothing to do with 
our story. 

There were thirty-two capsules attached to the London 
Eye, and Jack was sealed into one of them with the giant 
and a large family from Mumbai. There was no place for 
the young lecturer to escape. It looked like the giant would 
get the beans back from him. 

There were five beans that were discovered in the caves 
in France. If they had been originally placed in a leather 
pouch, that container had long ago turned into dust. The 
beans had survived and the few scientists who had been 
allowed to study them thought they might have been 
brought to the cave for a prehistoric ceremony. 

As Anton got closer to Jack, the capsule of the Eye 
reached the peak of its arc, he had to think of something 
quick to get away from the giant. He didn’t have much 
time and when he saw one of the tourists from Mumbai 
holding a can of soda. Jack made a quick grab for the soda, 
and when he got it firmly in his hand he placed the beans 
into the dark liquid. 

The magic inside the beans could no longer be 
contained when they were soaked in the soda pop. It was 
such a violent reaction that Jack couldn’t hold onto the 
can. As soon as he dropped it, everyone in the large 
capsule could see the bean shoots sprout out of it. The 
new plants were looking for soil and as soon as they found 
the right direction they magically bore through the 
bottom of the carriage. Jack took advantage of his new 
escape route by climbing down one of the tendrils of the 
new bean stalk. Anton followed, but the boy was quicker 
than the giant. 

The Thames has been used by man since Neolithic 
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times, and a bowl has been discovered along its shores 
dating back to 3300 BC. The River Thames is also under 
the influence of the North Sea tides, and low tide 
information is readily available at any of the docks along 
its banks where the new plant’s roots held firmly into the 
most soil. 

Jack was the first to reach the bottom of the stalk, and 
on the ground, he found the tool he needed to finish the 
giant off. He broke the glass that held a fire axe, and it 
easily cut through the new beanstalks. With five swings of 
the axe the plant began to falter. 

Anton felt the stalk shake and quiver. Anton stopped, 
and it was then that Jack gave the beanstalk one more 
blow with his axe, and that was enough to dislodge the 
giant. 

Video of the giant, the beanstalk, and Jack soon went 
viral, and Jack became an overnight Internet celebrity. 
After he served his jail-time for manslaughter, and 
destruction of public property, Jack capitalized on his 
fame and lived happily ever after. 



32 . 


EXCELLENT TO BAD AND 
EVERYTHING IN-BETWEEN: 
A OUICK GLANCE AT 
FREDRICK 
CULVERT-OWEN’S CREDIT 

SCORE 


It always starts with a girl. It isn’t an ordinary girl because 
someday she’ll be my future wife, and even later on she’ll 
be my future ex-wife. 

“Who’s at fault?” I ask, “I want to know who’s at fault 
when the relationship is over? Of course it’s my fault. Isn’t 
it always the man’s fault?” 
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How will I describe her? Beautiful. There are no more 
words needed. 

Credit Score Range: 720 to 850 

“Hello Freddy, my name is Henry. Is there anything 
catching your eye?” asks the salesman standing behind 
the counter. He has read the name badge on my work shirt. 

I point to the ring. 

“You have a good eye if I do say so myself.” 

“My name, it’s actually, Fredrick Irwin,” I say trying to 
sound older and less nervous. 

“Could you show me a different ring?” 

“Of course, I can,” says Henry opening the back of the 
glass case. “Is this the one, Mr. Irwin?” When the man 
makes certain it is the one I want to see, he says, “It’s a 
fine ring. One-quarter carat.” 

I say quietly, but loud enough so I don’t embarrass him, 
“It’s all my first name, Fredrick Irwin. My last name isn’t 
Irwin. It’s...” 

The salesman looks up from the ring, and gives me a 
free shark’s smile. “My fault I’m sure, your future bride 
will love you even more for your good taste.” 

It’s not the first time I notice how uncaring people can 
be. It’s like finally getting off the interstate, but it’s the 
wrong exit. 

The salesman says, “Would you like to apply for a 
Belgium Brother’s diamond customer charge card? Most 
young men like yourself find it’s the easiest way to pay.” 

I’m a passenger now. 

Credit Score Range: 630 to 719 

Helen is crying. She doesn’t cry very often. She tries to 
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hide her tears from me when she does, but today there’s 
no stopping them. My wife’s eyes are red, and I’m glad 
she’s not hurt. 

“It’s not your fault,” I say going to her. My wife is sitting 
in the waiting room. A TV has a daytime soap for its 
current morning-face, but nobody here is watching the 
two lover’s embrace, and I only catch their affectionate 
hug from the corner of my eye. “I’m just glad you’re okay.” 

The auto body repair man walks through the door in 
the back of his shop to the two of us in his waiting room. 
He has a practice look for times like these, and he’s ready 
to use it on Helen and me. “Mr. and Mrs. Culvert it’s not 
worth to cost to fix the mini-van. It’s too old. You’d be 
better off buying another one.” 

Helen looks to me and starts to cry again. “It’s Culvert- 
Owen. We both changed our names when we were 
married.” 

The auto body man doesn’t care or understand my wife, 
and he starts to speak to me again. “I was saying. It’s not 
worth the repairs. But I have a used one out in the back 
lot, and it’s only a few years old. I can show it to you if you 
like?” 

“No thank you,” I say to him. I look at Helen, and I know 
what I want to do for her. I say to my wife, “We’ll go out 
and look for a new SUV this afternoon. It’s not your fault, 
and you should be driving something better.” 

Helen stands and looks for the woman’s toilet, and 
maybe she can go in there and dry the rest of the sadness 
from her face. Before she leaves me, she asks, “Do you 
think we can afford one?” 

The auto body man looks at Helen as she walks away. 
It’s another one of those looks. He looks as if he could 
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fill her up with windshield wiper fluid topping off all the 
liquid she has lost inside. 

Credit Score Range: Below 630 

“Fredrick Irwin Culvert-Owen?” 

I can’t believe I’m here. Helen isn’t here, she’s sent 
her lawyer instead. I’m sitting with my own attorney and 
facing the other across the table. I try to lighten the mood 
in the office. I say, “It’s Fred. Please call me, Fred. Only my 
wife, Mrs. Culvert-Owen, calls me, Fredrick.” 

My wife’s lawyer corrects me without looking up and 
says, “It’s Ms. Culvert. Your ex-wife now uses her maiden 
name. To business, please. Your ex-wife would like to keep 
the following items...” 

I reach for my briefcase and bring it to the table in front 
of me. It’s black leather, and Helen bought it for me two 
years ago. She had it custom made, and gave it to me on 
my birthday. I put my thumbs on its silver sliders, and I 
can see my initials in the middle: FICO. 

“Are you ready to sign the papers?” 

“Not really,” I say finding a proper pen, closing the case, 
and placing it back on the floor. “But will I ever get a 
second chance?” 

My lawyer says to me, “We all get a chance to get back in 
the driver’s seat, but sometimes we need to give the GPS 
time to recalculate ...you know, so it has a chance to find 
the new route.” 

“Who’s at fault? Me? Her?” 

“No one’s at fault,” he says looking through the top half 
of his no-line, no-scratch bifocals. “We live in a no fault 
state. It’s curious, but we all try to purchase insurance 
afterwards. Don’t we?” 



33 . 


EATING ACRYLIC 
PANCAKES WITH THE 
DICTATORS AT IHOP ON MY 

BIRTHDAY 


“Nicholas, you do remember what happened last year 
when you invited the dictators to your birthday?” asked 
Murielle who was next to me on our bed. I had been 
reading the Sunday funnies, and I had thought Murielle 
had been reading along with me. 

“This year will be different, I promise,” I said to her not 
knowing if it were true, and on the surface I wanted it to 
be true. We always celebrated Murielle’s birthday at our 
dining room table with a few of her close girlfriends, their 
husbands, and her saints. We drank some Napa Valley 
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sparkling wines that we found on our summer trips. I 
always felt we had eaten too much bread and cheese to 
my liking. Because her birthday was on November 1st, All 
Saints Day, we would bring out extra china, silver, and the 
fine linen. We would make small partitions in her cake just 
in case the saints wanted tiny pieces of the white frosted 
cake with its raspberry filling. 

“Wouldn’t you rather invite the saints this year 
instead?” asked Murielle who was much more comfortable 
with her own idea than mine. 

“No,” I stated, “we have the saints come on your 
birthday party every year. I was thinking of something 
different.” While the saints always had an excellent taste 
in wine, there’s only so many times I could drink with the 
same venerable people, who had great miracles attributed 
to them and who had ultimately been canonized. Once a 
year was enough for me and it was something that I did 
gladly on Murielle’s birthday, but not on my own. 

There was Mattias, who replaced Judas in Christ’s flock. 
There were also Melania the Elder, and her daughter, 
Melania the Younger, both who became famous for their 
conversion to Christianity in Rome. When they stood next 
to my wife, both could’ve been mistaken for Murielle’s 
mother and sister. Both ladies had the same kinky red hair 
as Murielle. The others included Ermengol, Catherine of 
Alexander, and Martin of Tours. I never could remember 
what any of them did to become saints. Finally, there 
was Tsarevna Maria, a Russian Grand-Duchess, who, as a 
nurse, helped wounded soldiers during World War I. She 
was someone we definitely needed to keep away from the 
dictators that I liked to invite to my own party. 

Murielle said, “No dictators, I don’t think I could take 
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them again even if I tried, and I’m sure that IHOP doesn’t 
want them back either. Your birthday is on April 
23rd...that’s Saint George’s Day. The British do love him. 
Its short notice, but I’m sure he’ll come.” Her face always 
reminds me of a girl’s face. Her red hair, which she always 
wanted to be straighter, made her look younger. 

I ignored her. “You’d be surprised...I had overheard the 
waitress and the busboy, and while they didn’t like singing 
happy birthday all of the time, they didn’t seem to mind 
the dictators as a group. The only one they had a problem 
with was Pol Pot. Do you remember how he never came 
back from the toilet?” I asked. 

“Yes, I thought it was strange.” 

“It turns out he went outside and started digging up the 
shrubs next to the restaurant.” 

“Why would he do that?” asked Murielle who decided to 
put both her cold feet against the warmth of my leg. “You 
don’t suspect he was starting another ‘Killing Field’?...do 
you? 

“I don’t know, but I don’t think that’s why they got 
mad. They got mad because they knew they couldn’t get 
any illegals to come back and do the landscaping. Last 
year...do you remember?” 

“No, not really,” she said as her feet finally found the 
right spot to get their maximum amount of heat off my 
closer leg. 

“Well, I told Pol to leave, and I had to tip them extra 
money. I don’t think they ever did replace those shrubs he 
dug up.” 

“Oh,” she said. 

I thought Murielle might go back to sleep, but I kept 
talking to her, “I had to apologize for Pol. They said it 
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didn’t matter because Saturday night customers were 
always that way...always difficult.” 

“No dictators, please,” she said again but not with too 
much emphasis in her voice as she had the time before. 

“We’ll see,” I said as I put down the paper next to the 
bed, and I pulled the thick warm fluffy white down 
comforter up over our heads. “They aren’t such a bad 
group once you get to know them.” 

This is what Pol Pot had at last year’s birthday; he ate 
the Grilled Cod Hollandaise ($7.99). His cod filet was 
lightly dusted in seasoned flour. It was topped with a fresh 
lemon and hollandaise. He wanted the beef barley soup 
and the vegetable medley for his choices. He also had an 
ice tea with two Sweet ’n Lows ($1.49). 

My friends from work won’t go eat at IHOP with me. My 
wife will go there because she loves me. Dictators will go 
because they’ll eat with anyone. The saints will never set 
their bare feet inside an IHOP. Lastly there was Pol Pot, 
who would’ve gone, but he hadn’t been invited. 

The fascists always like to sit together. I noticed that 
during my birthday dinner last year and the same held 
true again this year. Juan and Eva, Benito and Adolf sat 
together at one of the two tables the servers brought 
together for my party. While the fascist like to sit together, 
the communists don’t like to sit next to other. They hate 
the fascist dictators more, so they’re resigned to sit next 
each other. Murielle sat next to me; so that left the 
communists who were forced to sit together and their egos 
were strained in the remaining chairs. Marx liked Lenin 
even though communism took hold in Russia instead of 
Germany. Stalin’s ego was always damaged because he 
never thought he measured up to Lenin. After all that, 
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there was Tito who didn’t like Stalin because of the ‘Iron 
Curtain’ he had once received from him for his own 
birthday. 

I didn’t care because it was my birthday which meant 
that it was my special day. There would be no saints 
involved, and I sat next to my pretty wife. Would I call 
this group of dictators my friends? Can any man call them 
friends? I don’t know if they’re beyond having 
acquaintances let alone friends. I know for certain that no 
one can be friends with a saint, but just maybe, dictators 
are better to know than saints. 

All of the dictators already had a chance to order 
something to drink by the time Murielle and I arrived. At 
IHOP, the dictators were forced to drink soda pop, and 
some had resigned themselves to coffee or water instead. 

Meeting each dictator’s taste in food was a difficult task 
with so many complex personalities that had been invited. 
We could’ve had the dinner at our house, but it was much 
easier to have the meal there instead. I was glad that it was 
the IHOP staff that had been given that task of taking each 
of the dictator’s orders. 

“Nicholas, are you going to have anything to drink?” 
asked Murielle, who had just ordered a Sprite ($1.49). 
Murielle liked that brand of soda because it didn’t have 
caffeine and wouldn’t keep her awake at night. 

“The guests must order first,” said Tito trying to be 
polite, and he was always a welcoming man. He even stood 
when my wife was being seated. This forced the others 
to stand and wait for Murielle to take her place at the 
table. The only ones who didn’t stand were Juan and Eva. I 
thought Juan might’ve stood if his wife hadn’t been there 
with him. 
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“Sit down Tito. You have stood long enough,” said Stalin 
who was grumpier than I remembered him being the year 
before. Things must not be going well for him. “I have 
digestion problems also. Do you mind?” he asked in his 
way and took Murielle’s Sprite ($1.49). He drank it all for 
himself. “I find the bubbles help.” 

“I’ll get you another, sweetie,” said the waitress 
anticipating her needs, and she quickly left for the soda 
dispenser in the back. 

“That was rude,” said Tito to Stalin, trying to defend my 
wife’s soda from the aggressive dictator. 

“When have you become French, Comrade?” 
commented Stalin, and his remark made the rest of them 
laugh, and made Tito retreat back into his chair away from 
his hostile neighbor. Tito’s meal: he had one Coke without 
ice ($1.49), and a Colorado Omelette ($8.99). The menu 
described the Colorado Omelette as a meat lover’s delight. 
It contained bacon, pork sausage, shredded beef, ham, 
onions, green peppers, and Cheddar cheese. It was served 
with steak sauce or salsa. Tito chose the steak sauce. 

I was getting hungry. All IHOPs have pictures of their 
food from the menus on the restaurant’s walls. The food 
in those silver framed photos was perfect, and because I 
was starving I would’ve eaten those delicious eye-catching 
morsels off the wall instead of waiting longer than I had 
to. 

“They aren’t real,” said Lenin to me when he noticed 
I had been staring at them. “I could’ve fed my whole 
country if we had pictures like this. We wouldn’t have 
needed any more food. If the Tsars had these pictures, 
there would never have been a revolution. The serfs 
could’ve eaten those pictures instead. But alas they’re 
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only acrylic in those photos, they’re fakes, and they’ll 
break your teeth if you tried.” His comment only made 
Marx laugh, and when he had finished talking to me, Lenin 
and Marx talked to each other for the rest of the night 
and had little interaction with the rest of us. They argued 
about the revolution in Russia and why it hadn’t happened 
in Germany first and neither could agree. At that point, 
Stalin tried to talk to his old mentor, but he couldn’t make 
Lenin listen. No matter how hard he tried to be included. 
The two were only interested in the other. 

This was Marx’s meal: he had the Cheese Sticks 
Appetizers ($3.99). Lightly breaded Mozzarella sticks 
served with marinara sauce. He also had the Grilled Turkey 
Super Stacker ($7.99). Tender slices of grilled turkey with 
Swiss cheese, lettuce, tomatoes, peppers, onions and 
mayonnaise on a grilled Romano-Parmesan cheese roll. It 
was served with a dill pickle spear. Marx had to drink it all 
down with the local root beer ($1.49). 

Lenin’s meal, he desired the banana-nut pancakes. He 
ordered four banana flavored pancakes with fresh bananas 
on top, chopped pecans and whipped topping ($5.99). 
When his pancakes arrived he looked back over his 
shoulder at the picture that was behind him on the wall. 
I was sure that Lenin would have rather eaten those than 
the one that were before him. On his plate, he noticed, 
the bananas and whipped cream didn’t measure up to the 
perfect ones in the large IHOP photograph. 

Juan and Eva were the next dictators to chime in during 
my birthday party. Both had been observing the group and 
had remained quiet throughout most of the night. I had 
only met the two of them during our encounter at my last 
party. I was surprised they had returned since they had 
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almost said nothing to me or Murielle. Yet they had sent 
their RSVP and had returned to the IHOP again for this 
year’s celebrations. 

“Nicholas, what date were you born? You know what I 
mean...the day of the week?” Eva asked me. Her Latina 
good looks and her blonde hair didn’t make her stand out 
from when she was younger, but she was still a handsome 
woman. Her husband was also a handsome man. I didn’t 
know much about the two of them or their country, but I 
had invited them again. Unlike Murielle and me, they were 
very much a power couple and it was better not to get in 
their way even in conversation. 

“I don’t know,” I replied wondering if the waitress 
would return to refill my wife’s drink. 

“He was born on a Saturday,” said Murielle still waiting 
for the waitress to return with her Sprite. “I asked his 
mother once.” 

“Oh yes, a Saturday...I see, those are rather difficult 
babies,” said Eva. 

“He’s still difficult,” said Murielle, which made Eva 
laugh. 

“If our unborn child would’ve lived...I’m sure he’d have 
been born on a Saturday...but such a thing wasn’t meant 
to happen. The saints are to blame,” said Juan. 

His remark made his wife instantly sad, and the couple 
barely spoke to anyone else for the rest of the night. The 
meal they shared together: The International Passport 
($6.49). Two eggs, two bacon strips, two pork sausage 
links and your choice of two same style pancakes. They 
could’ve had French, Swedish, or buttermilk pancakes. 
When the waitress mentioned their choices, they both 
amused at the French, they almost considered the 
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Swedish, but finally they had to resign themselves to the 
buttermilk pancakes. 

That finally left us with the two most difficult of my 
birthday dinner guests, Benito and Adolf. Both couldn’t 
make up their minds what they wanted to eat, and when 
it was their turn to order, neither one was ready. I thought 
Juan and Eva were an interesting couple, but they had 
nothing on Benito and Adolf. Adolf had started to call 
himself Ad since I last saw him. It worked better for the 
new image he was trying to build for himself, or least that 
was what he told all of us. 

“Nobody names their male children Adolf any longer. So 
I decided to call myself Ad instead. What do you think?” 

I didn’t know what to think. I would’ve thought the 
obvious choice was to change his haircut and to ultimately 
cut off his small mustache, but I didn’t say anything 
because I didn’t want to be a rude host. Murielle and I 
had talked about his style before that night, and we had 
decided it was fine for a Munich Beer Garden Putsch, but 
it didn’t work for an average IHOP customer. 

Stalin and Tito hated Benito and Ad. Enough said. 

Benito finally decided on the Old-Fashion Pot Roast 
($8.99). It was a big slice of pot roast topped with carrots, 
onions, and with rich brown gravy. He also decided on the 
highly recommended mashed potatoes at no extra charge. 
He and Ad shared a pot of black coffee ($1.98) with no 
cream and no sugar between the two of them. Ad had 
the Grilled Liver (starting at $7.59), and he insisted on 
smothering it with bacon (totaling it out to $8.59). He told 
everyone it was the right of the German people. 

After everyone had eaten, the wait staff came and along 
with my guests sung ‘Happy Birthday’ to me. Several of 
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the other customers joined in on the singing, and I was 
pleased. Of course there was cake and candles. I should’ve 
mentioned more about them in this story, but I haven’t. 

Murielle leaned over and kissed me, and said, “Happy 
Birthday, Nicholas.” I kissed her back. 

I had paid the bill, and I left a generous tip. Everyone 
but Benito headed out the door after they wished me a 
happy birthday and ate their slices of chocolate cake. 
Benito couldn’t decide if wanted an extra dessert. Finally, 
Murielle and I gave up, and we had to leave him sitting 
there all by himself. When we finally made it out to the 
parking lot, I was surprised to see Pol. He had remembered 
my birthday, and I felt bad for not inviting him. He had 
even brought me a gift, and I told him I would un-wrap it 
when I got home. I felt bad for days about that incident 
because I knew I could’ve been a better friend to the guy. 

“That wasn’t so bad,” said Murielle. I gave her the keys 
to our car. I hadn’t been drinking, but after so much 
excitement I knew it was better if I didn’t drive. 

“So, can we invite them again on your birthday?” 

Murielle laughed and said, “Dictators on All Saints Day? 
I don’t think so. I’d still prefer the saints to the dictators. 
At least I do, on my own birthday.” 

My birthday was almost over. My beautiful wife drove 
me back to our house. Her birthday would be the next one 
we’d celebrate, on November 1st. On that night, she would 
prefer to invite all of her saints, but during the rest of the 
year Murielle liked to spend her time with me, her own 
personal dictator. 

“Do you think our baby will be born on a Saturday?” she 
asked. She looked over to see that I had remembered to 
put on my seatbelt. 



Eating Acrylic Pancakes with the Dictators at IHOP on my 
Birthday J 

“A baby?” I asked, in return I reached over to touch my 
wife’s arm as she drove away from the restaurant. 

“I think it will be...if the baby is as difficult as its 
father...I’m sure it will be born on a Saturday.” 

“The saints be praised,” I said. 
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FALLEN HERO 


We’ve fallen from our heavenly perch into this earthly 
prison. 

There are one are one hundred and fifty two of us 
unexploded bombs here in the land of big pretzels and big 
beers, but we don’t partake in the bounty because we’re 
the enemies. 

The Nazis are our evil adversaries, and nothing changes 
because we’re here in this camp. 

I killed the Nazis when I saw their cities through my 
bombsight. I had twelve missions in the Jenny Lee before 
I arrived and now it’ll be 13. When I see the 17’s coming 
back from Berlin, my heart is glad. I wish I was up there 
returning to England, but I’m here. 

There’s something worse than the Nazis at this camp, 
and that’s the traitor working with them. Our senior allied 
commander is a collaborator. I’ve seen him scheming with 
the Kommandant, and I’ve seen him kissing the camp 
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secretary. I’ve seen him bribe the guards, eat their food, 
and ride in their cars. 

I know what to do with a traitor, and it feels no different 
than dropping those bombs. This time, I’ll kill the enemy 
with my own hands. We’re at war and sometimes traitors 
wear the same uniform. 

I do it. 

Lining us up for the midnight roll call, they’ve 
discovered his body. “The Colonel is dead,” says the 
sergeant to his commander. 

“I don’t believe it. Who would kill him? He was so...” 
says the German Colonel adjusting his eyepiece and not 
finding the right words. “We’ll find the murderer even if 
we must put them all into the cooler. Show me the body, 
Sergeant, and tell me what you know.” 

Next, I’m going to kill his fellow collaborators. First, 
I’m going to kill the Frenchman and then the Englishman. 
Finally, I’ll kill his two American friends. The enemy is all 
around, and I’ll kill them until I can escape this Stalag, and 
I can find my way back into the sky on the wings of a paper 
crane. 

Tell me what you know. 

I hear Sergeant Schultz say to the Colonel as they go 
inside the barracks to look at Hogan’s body, “I know 
nothing.” 
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GIRL WRESTLER 


All her preparations for the match start with her hair 
because that’s how she had always begun her twelve 
years. 

Her mother was the first to work the brush against her 
head, 

making sure each strand held its place. 

She would tell her stories of Mexico, when she was a 
little girl. 

Her mother rode a horse to school and lived on a ranch, 
but that was before the land had to be sold. 

When her older sister took over and managed her hair, 
she told her about the boys who would wink and smile 
at her in school. 

If the teacher wasn’t looking, some of the boys would 
touch her. 
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The brush always pulled harder when she got to that 
part of the story. 

She attended the same school now; 

mother and sister would sit on the bleachers before her 
match. 

Sometimes mother would cry, sometimes her sister 
would wave, 

but they were always there to watch her wrestle the 
boys. 

Her coach would stand by her when she finished her 
ponytail. 

He would tell her to use her legs, 

so the boys couldn’t stop her aggressive moves. 

She always liked to use her hands. 

Conceding to the boys and letting them touch her on 
the red mat. 

Finishing her ponytail was only a step. 

She needed to pin it up carefully so her headgear would 
stay. 

Her coach would help her finish getting it on her head, 

the referee would wait before he’d call the boy and girl 
out. 

Ready to wrestle and only three short periods to find her 
win. 
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EVERYTHING IS CLEAR 


Hold the cans. Make a confession. 
Who are we? 

Everyone gets audited. 
Resistance leaves our bodies. 
We hope everything is clear. 
The Commodore smiles. 
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FIVE VOICE MAIL 
MESSAGES 


Message One: 

“Juan, this is your mother. I know you are at work now, 
but your Grandmother says her wristwatch isn’t working, 
and she wants you to take it to the jewelers to get a new 
battery. Call me.” 

Message Two: 

“Juan, this is your mother. Can you please call me before 
you go to lunch? Okay, I took the watch away from your 
grandmother. I know you said the watch has a battery, 
but I’m sorry you’re wrong. If your grandmother would 
watch less television and moved around during the day 
her watch wouldn’t stop working. I decided to take it from 
her and wear it myself. I’ll show her it’ll work if she moves 
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more, but she has to get up out of her chair from time to 
time.” 

Message Three: 

“Juan, this is your mother. I am going to have to go 
to the jewelers myself since you won’t call me back. The 
battery is definitely dead on your grandmother’s watch, 
but now she says her TV isn’t working either. Your 
grandmother says all the channels are showing the same 
program over and over again. She wants you to call the 
cable company, and she says you know the number. I can 
only deal with one of your Grandmother’s problems at a 
time. 

Juan, hold on a second. 

Momma, Mr. Wells died a long time ago. That’s only a 
foolish daytime television...” 

Message Four: 

“Juan, this is your mother. The deputy sheriff wouldn’t 
let me drive your father’s car on Interstate 19, and I had to 
turn around and come home. He said there’s no place to go 
north of the airport. Juan, what does that mean? I couldn’t 
make him understand about your Grandmother’s watch. 
He said there are Tripods from Mars here in Tucson. Have 
you ever heard anything so crazy? Can you call me soon? 
Juan, please come home, it is getting late.” 

Message Five: 

“Juan, this is your mother...” 
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TOURISTS OF APOCALYPSE 


“You are such a kidder. Of course they had seat belts. All 
cars had seat belts, especially race cars. Who would’ve 
got into them without some sort of protection?” asked 
Margot brushing the bangs of her brown hair out of her 
eyes. She was French, sort of. She was a typical EU girl. 
It depended on the week. Like most EU girls, some weeks 
she was French, some weeks English, and some weeks she 
was Polish, etc. That week Margot had decided she was 
definitely French. 

“At this time drivers thought it was preferable to be 
thrown from a race car than risk sitting in it when it 
caught fire,” I say in guide-speak. It had always been a 
hard habit of mine to break. I was a typical EU boy, leather 
racing jacket, and skinny jeans. My hair too long and it’s 
in my eyes. Some weeks I was a tour guide, sort of. Some 
weeks I played bass in a band, and sometimes I got to 
go on dates. Life wasn’t so bad, and when I needed some 
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money I could use my personal Time-Fi to make some 
quick Euros in a pinch. Mostly as a guide, time-hiking 
Shrine-Pilgrims to the usual-common time-shrines like 
the House of the Wax-Lady, Jim Morrison’s slumber party 
in Paris, and the Pope’s winter flat at Warsaw. Those were 
always the popular places, but I also had another sightsee, 
it was the one I enjoyed the most, my own tour, my own 
special collection of Grand Disasters. 

Sure, I go to the Canary Islands for the ‘77 disaster 
when a KLM 747 struck a Pan Am 747 on the runway 
at Los Rodeos Airport. The two 747s collided when the 
KLM Jumbo tried to takeoff in the fog. Also time-spike 
them to the Chunnel, underneath the English Channel, 
where two Gen-III Lev trains struck each other head-on 
after they were accidentally routed onto the same track. 
The survivors had to walk away from the crash while they 
were still under the English Channel. However my favorite 
disaster is at the 24 hour race at Le Mans from the middle 
of the twentieth century. 

At that time, the 24 hour driving contest had been raced 
at Le Mans for 50 years. They had just started racing there 
again after the war, and in 1955, Le Mans was the track 
where the best drivers and the fastest cars wanted to 
compete. While the speed of the cars had increased, the 
track hadn’t been changed over the years to accommodate 
the faster vehicles. 

I knew I was chewing on the scenery for Margot’s 
benefit, hamming it up for her, and I knew my role. I had 
rehearsed for this, and I had brought girls to this place, 
to this time, before. This is the event that has always 
made girls impressionable. Fast cars, death, and bloodied 
spectators, it’s all the more batter for the cake, and an 
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evening with Margot would be my icing. I had bookmarked 
this spike of time from the past. I had been here before, 
many times. I know what will happen. 

I describe the cars, the drivers, and the place to her. I 
love Le Mans, and I have even seen the race in my own 
time. Margot was also interested, and she has my hand. 
The Mercedes team has a new car for this contest. I point 
it out to Margot. The cars that are competing as they drive 
by, there’s Mercedes, Jaguar, Ferrari, Aston Martin, and 
Maserati. All the cars are breaking records and each lap 
they are going faster than the lap before. Margot is 
excited, and I remember being just as excited the first time 
I was here. 

The first two hours of the race pass as quickly as the 
cars, and I’m even caught up in the moment. I’m brought 
out of the instant when I see the silver Mercedes. The 
German built race car was a 300 SLR, and it’s big and 
powerful. When it roars by it catches the eye of everyone 
in the stands. 

“That car is so close,” says Margot, her eyes follow the 
silver Mercedes, and she has to shout when she talks to 
me. “I can feel it. It’s so commanding, Henri.” 

I smile, but I know what will happen, and I know we are 
standing in the section of the stands where we can observe 
everything. 

The Mercedes again, and I know its driver Pierre Levegh 
will die soon. The 300 SLR races by, but I know its flaw, 
it has an Achilles’ heel. While many of the cars have disk 
brakes, Levegh’s car still has the older drum style ones, 
and I know they won’t help the driver when he needs them 
on his next lap. 

Levegh is known as The Bishop because he is older and 
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sterner than most of the drivers. He’s a typical European 
of his time, said to have excelled in ice skating, hockey, 
and tennis. He once even led Le Mans after driving twenty- 
three hours straight, but a gear-shifting error caused the 
man to ruin his chances for winning in the final minutes of 
the race. Levegh was a genuine old-European Frenchman. 

“This is wonderful. I have never felt so alive,” says 
Margot. Her eyes stays focused on the track, and I knew 
she’s enjoying herself. 

“Watch the Mercedes when it comes by again,” I say. 

“Why?” she asks, but before I could answer her 
question. The cars will soon complete another lap, and I 
don’t have time to answer her as other engines from the 
slower cars drown out my voice. 

Levegh’s Mercedes follows the green Jaguar. Both cars 
are trying to enter the pits at the same time, but there’s 
a problem. It’s a slower Austin-Healey 100 that’s in both 
cars path. The Jaguar driver has to put on his brakes, but 
I’ve seen it before. The Mercedes can’t slow down fast 
enough, both the Jaguar and the Mercedes are traveling at 
over 250 Kph, and there’s no time for Levegh to get his car 
safely out of the way of the quicker braking Jaguar or the 
even slower traveling Austin-Healy. 

I don’t react, but Margot does when the Mercedes 
quickly maneuvers out of the way of the Jaguar. I hear 
Margot cry out, and I know she’s shocked by what she is 
seeing. 

Levegh still doesn’t have control of the car as it cuts 
across the racetrack to the other side. There’s a mound 
of earth in his path. The car is launched when it strikes 
it. The racecar flies into the air and it continues into the 
spectator stands on the other side of the track. The 
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Mercedes somersaults and I can see the fuel tank behind 
Levegh start to break apart and it catches fire before the 
car hits the crowd. I know 83 of those spectators will die. 

Margot’s hand moves away from mine, and then she 
holds both of them up to her face, and by that time the fire 
has become uncontrollable. Margot has looked away; she’s 
turns her back to me. After awhile, I put my hand on her 
shoulder, and she asks, “Henri, this is what you want me 
to see?” 

I say nothing, and turn back to where the car struck the 
spectators. The Mercedes was made up of a magnesium 
alloy to reduce its weight. But in the crash, the more 
combustible metal causes the car to burn hotter than it 
should have. It’ll kill more of those unfortunate enough to 
be watching the race in the wrong place on that day. 

“Do something to help, Henri,” demands Margot. “Help 
them.” She sees I won’t do anything. She wants to leave 
me and go to those in need. 

“There’s nothing we can do; we are only spectators here. 
You can’t reach them,” having her arm. “It doesn’t matter 
whether we are here or not. We are like those people in 
the stands. We watch, we wait, and we react. Time-Shrines 
always speed past us like a race car, and we can only 
observe them they go by, but there is nothing we can do to 
stop or change them.” 

“You can’t help...any of those people?” 

“No. We can only observe the spikes of the Time- 
Shrines, whether those spikes are positive or negative. 
The spikes have to be strong enough so the Time-Fi can 
find them.” 

“If you can’t help them then you can help me, and you 
can take me home,” she says, and I only have to make a 
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few quick touches on my keypad before we can leave. Our 
date was a failure, and Margot has no interest in me. It’s 
time for us to leave. 

I’ve seen Margot from time to time. She has staked a 
position as a guide for a London based firm. I have seen 
her lead her own tours to the time-shrines. She’s good. 
She’s really good. She loves the work. Margot specializes 
in the positive tours like the ancient celebration-orgy of 
V-E Day at Piccadilly, the newest replica of the old Globe 
theatre, and the beginnings of the home-temple of the 
Sisters of the Compassionate Environment at Prague. 

Margot sees me from time to time, but she never 
acknowledges me. I know she remembers our date at Le 
Mans, but sometimes apocalypses of the past leave too 
bitter of a taste for those to try them again. I’m not one of 
them; I’ve always preferred the bitter to the sweet. 

I take the hand of my new girlfriend, Maria. She’s just 
as pretty as Margot, has a darker complexion, but she isn’t 
as inquisitive, and I ask her, “Have you ever been to the 
Canary Islands and stood next to the runway as two Jumbo 
Jets are getting ready for a takeoff in the fog?” 

Maria only smiles up at me. She doesn’t speak. She’s a 
Spaniard, but she’s mostly EU, sort of. 

I say, “There’s nothing like it. It’s really something.” 



39 . 


YELLOW HAIR LURES 

THEM ALL 


My yellow hair flows from the tower. It’s where I live. Once 
when I put my hair outside to dry a prince climbed up it. I 
had just finished washing it, and it needed to dry. I swear 
it was an accident when I caught him, a mistake. First, I 
felt my neck jerk and when I pulled in my hair there he 
was, a prince. I was hungry, so I invited him in for dinner. 
Clean hair and a prince for dinner; **add semicolon it was 
a grand evening. 

Before my mother place me in this tower, I remember 
my father telling me about fishing. He used to go on for 
hours and hours about all the fish he used to catch. He 
used to say to me, “Carpe Diem, does not mean ‘fish of the 
day.'” I still don’t know what he meant by that. 

The next time I put my hair outside, I caught another 
prince. He was just as cute as the last one, and of course 
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I invited him inside my tower. I was pleasantly surprised 
how curly my hair became while it had been flying outside. 

Mother used to become so mad at me, but my father 
used to tell me about fishing. He used to say to me, “Good 
things comes to those who bait.” Whatever dad, because 
I never saw you catch anything bigger than a fingerling. I 
truly miss him and his puns. 

The third prince I caught with my hair, was the prettiest 
of all. Did I invite him to dinner? Of course I did. I had 
spent all day braiding my hair, and I cast it out the window 
before sunset. This time I didn’t have pull my hair back 
because the prince used my braided hair to climb up to me. 

Mother used to blame me for everything. As I think back 
I really was a troublesome girl, and I couldn’t help myself 
because there were so many pretty boys at my father’s 
castle. So here I am in my tower all by myself. 

This last prince will keep me fed for a week. My father 
also taught me, “Give a man a fish and he’ll be hungry 
tomorrow...teach a man to fish and you feed him for a 
lifetime.” I’m sure it applies to princesses too. 



40 . 


WRITER S TIME 


The cursor blinks back at me. 

Microsoft Word’s white page is blank. 

My wife asks, “What are you doing?” 

I lie, “Nothing.” 

I am playing a game, I am on Twitter, and I am also on 
Facebook. 

I look at a social media ad, Expedia suggests hotels in 
Cabo San Lucas. 

Maybe I need to buy a new laptop. 

I open a new browser. Look, Costco has out shiny black 
HPs for sale. 

Not a new word on the page. 



41 . 


AFTER THE GAME 


The bus is silent. 

We have left the gymnasium behind. 

Four girls wear earbuds and are listening to their music. 

Two are studying. They have a math test in the morning. 

Three girls are already asleep. 

One is texting. Maybe she has a new boyfriend. 

I sit in the seat behind the driver. We have nothing left 
to talk about. 

The volleyballs roll back and forth next to my feet. 
They’re planning an escape. 

I am cold. I pull my jacket tighter. I consider asking if 
the heat could be turned higher. 

Snow covers the fields. Coated white, they reflect the 
moonlight back inside, helping to guide us home. 



42 . 


HOME RENOVATION TV 


Our handy host smiles at the chosen couple. Their house 
is perfect for remodeling. 

Walls will be knocked down. Hardwood floors will 
replace wall to wall carpet. 

Paint swatches are laid out in front, and the wife picks 
out two she likes. 

There’s a problem. The electric wiring isn’t up to code. 

Wait, there might be skeletons buried in the crawl 
space? 

Luckily, the producers came by the week before and 
removed the bones. 

Our handy host can only deal with one major problem 
per show. 



43 . 


BARD'S MUSE 


“Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day,” I say and then I 
wait for her reply. 

Anne doesn’t say anything to me, she has too much to 
do. She’s my wife, she’s the mother of my children, and 
she manages our house. We have been married too long. 
Finally she says something to me, “I hate...” 

I can’t wait for her to finish, I say quickly, “Those lips 
that Love’s own hand did make...Breathed forth the sound 
that said, I hate.” 

She holds up her finger to keep me quiet, “I hate I have 
so much to do every day. I hate when you’re away for so 
long. And mostly I hate when you finish my sentences. 
Now, I need to take care of the twins now. Hamlet has been 
fussy lately. Billy, I don’t have time for this.” 

“To be or not to be,” I say, and I need to write this down. 
Where is thy pen? I love my muse especially when I am 
back home in Stratford. She inspires me. 
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My Anne walks away and sighs. 

I watch her, but I can’t help myself, I say, “Love is a 
smoke made with the fume of sighs.” 



44 . 


FAN FIC 


Kirk loves Spock...done too many times. 

Batman loves Robin...nobody wants to read about a 
pedophile. 

Superman loves Wonder Wo man...boring. 

Aquaman loves dolphins...too weird. 

Edward loves Bella...too sparkly. 

Garfield loves lasagna...now there’s a story that never 
gets old. 



45 . 


CONAN THE BARBER 


I look at my customer, and I ask him, “What gods do you 
pray to?” 

He says, “I pray to the four winds...and you?” 

I say, “To Crom, but I seldom pray to him, he doesn’t 
listen.” 

The customer says, “I may find you worthy. But are you 
worthy enough?” 

I ask, “I am skilled because I know the riddle of the 
scissors. If I don’t know it, Crom will cast me out and 
laugh at me. Crom is strong on his mountain.” 

My customer says, “Yet, I know my god is stronger than 
your god.” 

I say, “Crom laughs. He laughs from his mountain.” 

My customer says, “My god’s four winds are under his 
everlasting sky. Your god sits under my god.” 

I say, “Then let your god cut your hair.” I cringe. I have 
lost another customer. I know Crom laughs at me again. 



46 . 


LET'S MAKE A YGGDRASIL 

TREE DEAL 


The Yggdrasil tree’s roots are bound together. Each is a 
choice; a decision. They pierce the soil in front of me to 
form a path. Asgard is one it leads to the home of the 
gods. The second makes a corridor to Midgard. It’s where 
common men live. The third is the final choice it leads to 
Niflheim. It’s the land of the eternal cold where all of us 
will go except those who are killed in battle. 

It’s a hard choice. 

Odin says to me, “Will you choose number one? Number 
two? Or number three?” 

I say nothing. I can’t make up my mind. 

He says, “You’re dressed like a Viking. Try acting like 
one.” 

I thought this was a game show. I thought everyone 
dressed in costumes to be on television. 
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The one-eyed god reads my mind and says, “Warriors 
aren’t what they used to be. Folks, I remember when...” 

I still say nothing I don’t know what to do. 

I didn’t notice the box next to me until the raven landed 
on it. Odin sweetens the deal. “If you choose a heroic 
death, I will throw in what’s under this box, an all paid trip 
to Asgard, drinking mead with the Gods, and you’ll travel 
in style with the lovely Valkyries. So what do you say?” 

It sounds appealing, but so does dying of old age in the 
comfort of my bed. I don’t know what to do. 

The old god waits for my decision, but I don’t know. 

Odin finally says after he plays with his beard, “You 
could’ve played at home, but you’re here. It’s easy to yell 
at the contestant to do this and do that, but you’re not 
at home yelling at the TV. You’re here. You’re not the 
audience, you’re a participant. The saga must be told.” 



47 . 


Z-GARTEN 


The first is at me with open arms. She’s easily distracted 
by a noise in the corner. I’m safe for the moment. 

The next is at my side. He looks like he had been crying 
but the mucus running from his nose makes him truly 
disgusting. 

The third is the most disturbing. He’s walking slowly 
enough so I can get away, but he’s a biter. If he catches me, 
I am finished. I need to keep an eye on him. 

How did I get in this situation? My training, my 
education, I should be able to survive. This has become 
dire indeed. 

Then I remember. I look at the clock on the wall. It’s 
time. I say, “It’s naptime, children. Everyone cleanup. 

I finally get all of them settled. They’re all sleeping. I 
peek out the door. I see the first grade teacher, she says to 
me, “Next year they will be mine, but there will be more 
coming for you.” 
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I smile; close the door. I’m ready. It’s time to lock and 
load again. I straighten my dress, find my water bottle, 
and run a quick brush through my hair. I say quietly, 
“Bring it on.” 



48 . 


STUPID FUCKING STORY 


I am not going to start this story until you say it out loud. 
What is it I want you to say? To speak? To use your voice? 
You have to say it because I won’t start this story until you 
do. 

Here what I need you to say: 

‘Start the fucking story. ’ 

Now I can begin. 

I have always told my audience that if you have a loaded 
pistol hanging on the wall in the first scene, then it must 
go off by the second. If it doesn’t then it shouldn’t be 
there. 

Who am I? I am a doctor. I am a playwright. I am a 
writer of fiction. I am also a Russian by birth. I am Anton 
Chekhov. 

I say many times to writers try not to be too clever. They 
use red herrings and MacGuffins to distract the audience. 
They use foreshadowing to arouse interest and to guard 
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against disappointment. They insert a philosopher’s razor 
into their tales hoping all will prefer the explanation with 
the fewest assumptions. 

No, I say none of these are needed. All they need is 
a pistol, like the one I hold in my hand. It is very one I 
introduced earlier. It will be fired. But again I need you to 
say something out loud so all can hear. 

I will wait until you say: 

‘Shoot the fucking pistol.’ 

There I have told my tale and the art has been passed 
on, and now I can end my stupid fucking story. 



49 . 


FREE RANGE HUMAN 


The last time Anton saw the sun his eyes watered so much 
he began to cry. 

“What is that?” he asked. He wasn’t asking anyone in 
particular. 

A man next to him spoke up when they left the station’s 
entrance, “It’s a nasty pigeon taken a crapper on a page 
three girl. Now, get out of my fucking way.” 

Trafalgar Square held the rest of the humans who made 
their way above ground. He knew he didn’t have much 
time to look a Nelson’s Column and the bronze lions who 
protected it before he’d have to go underground again. 
Charing Cross station embraced him as he went back 
inside. 

A woman’s voice told him to, ‘Mind the gap.’ 

The train was full. People touched him on all sides, 
and Anton hoped for more space. He thought the train 
was running out of air, and maybe he would suffocate 
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standing there. He station couldn’t come soon enough and 
eventually he would be free when he finally got to Landing 
Strip Two. 



50 . 


SOUNDS OF SEGREGATION 


“I can’t record the music if you don’t start singing,” says 
my father. 

The convict reluctantly sings. There’s a guard is 
standing near him and he relaxes the grip on his baton. 
“Two men stare out the prison bars. The devil is at me 
again...” 

My father has positioned the microphone and the Negro 
in a common relationship. Neither is too close or far away 
from the other. 

When he finishes, the guards says, “I told you William is 
the best singer in the penitentiary.” 

My father says to me, “I was right, Alan. We have to 
go the place where the Negroes are most sorry for their 
wrongs. That’s where we’ll find their real music.” 

“Did you hear that William?” asks the guard. “Professor 
Lomax doesn’t want to hear Bing Crosby today.” 
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The prisoner nods and starts a new song to record, 
“Honey, please don’t go...” 



51 . 


NEMO FOUND 


This journey would be his final voyage. 

An old wound left his body in ruin. 

He also had many regrets. 

The nephew who tried to kill him. 

The mistress he had abandoned. 

The son he had badly treated. 

Finally, a marriage without love. 

His life was full of gray memories. Now he needed a 
haven. 

There was still one man left to find. 

“Monsieur Verne, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” 
“Captain Nemo, the pleasure is all mine.” 

“The Nautilus awaits and is at your disposal.” 



52 . 


NONA’S CHRISTMAS 

COOKIES 


Nona’s Instructions: 

In a medium-sized bowl, sift the flour, cinnamon, 
ginger, cloves and baking soda. Set aside dry ingredients. 

In a large bowl, blend the blitter and brown sugar. Add 
the eggs, one at a time, and then the molasses. Slowly 
add the flour mixture to the molasses mixture; stirring 
after each addition with the wooden spoon or mixer (the 
dough should be stiff). 

Divide the dough in half, flatten into a thick pancake (a 
fun step for kids set up with a rolling pin) and cover with 
plastic wrap. Refrigerate for 2 hours, or until the dough 
is firm enough to roll (if it becomes too stiff, soften for 10 
minutes at room temperature). 

Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. On a floured counter, 
roll out the dough to a 1/4-inch thickness. Use cookie 
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cutters to cut out gingerbread men and a spatida to 
transfer them to a greased cookie sheet, spacing them 1 
inch apart. Bake for 10 minutes, or until light brown. 

Once the gingerbread men have cooled, invite your kids 
to pipe on frosting features and clothing (they can make 
both boys and girls — or even a whole gingerbread 
family). Add red and green candies for buttons. Makes 
about 25 cookies. 

Nona’s recipe was complete. Nestor noticed it didn’t 
take long to fill a house with the smell of gingerbread. 
He pulled the tray of cookies out of the oven, and the 
blast of heat struck his face after he opened its door. His 
oven always baked at a temperature that was higher than 
350 degrees. Nestor was happy because he had caught the 
cookies in time and they hadn’t burned. Each year after he 
cooked his grandmother’s recipe he always said to himself 
he should buy an oven thermometer, but he never did. 

He wore his oversized oven mitt and knew the cookies 
were the right shade of brown. He had waited next to the 
oven for the whole ten minutes and his wait had rewarded 
him and the cookies were the perfect color. It was the color 
he remembered his Nona’s to be. 

With a little effort, Nestor used his spatula to scrape 
each of the ginger bread men off the baking sheet, and he 
placed them carefully on the cooling rack. He had taken 
care to make sure he took his time to transfer them. It 
wasn’t until he got to the last gingerbread man that there 
was a problem. The man ripped into two uneven pieces. 
The spatula hadn’t dug down deep enough, and before 
Nestor could stop himself the gingerbread man’s legs had 
been severed from his torso. Nestor cursed mildly, and he 
knew Nona would be disappointed with him for not being 
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more careful with the last cookie or his language, but she 
wasn’t here to scold him. She had died the year before. 

He knew each of the gingerbread men would wait 
patiently to cool while he cleaned up his kitchen. He 
didn’t know what to do with the broken cookie, and maybe 
he would let it cool and harden overnight and feed the 
broken pieces to his dog in the morning. 

His grandmother had taught him how to bake, and Nona 
had also taught him the importance of keeping the kitchen 
clean. He washed the mixing bowl first, followed by the 
measuring spoons, and finally the cups that held the 
softer ingredients. Cleaning up and drying them always 
calmed Nestor’s nerves. Maybe it was the repetitive 
motion of using the dish towel always set his mind at ease 
especially over the first cookie he had ruined. After he 
set down his dish towel, he put away the bag of baking 
flour, the small container of spices, and the box of Arm 
& Hammer baking soda. He felt better and turned his 
attention back to the gingerbread men. Finally, he washed 
his rolling pin and put it away in a special place in a 
cupboard on the far side of the kitchen. It would wait 
patiently for him on the back of a shelf for the next time 
he wanted to bake one of Nona’s recipes. 

Nestor only had one task left: decorating the cookies. 

He had invested in buying a special decorating piping 
bag. He had spent at least an hour in the cooking store 
when he had purchased it, and Nestor had even made sure 
it had the right tip on it before he allowed the icing onto 
the gingerbread man. 

But Nestor didn’t want any imperfections on the 
cookies he’d just baked, so he decided to decorate the 
broken gingerbread man first. It didn’t take long, and he 
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made the little man look as best as he could. Nestor even 
tried to reconnect the two severed pieces of the cookie. 
With the white icing and a steady hand, he almost hid all 
of the damage he had done. 

The rest of his cookies waited for him to finish 
decorating the first gingerbread man. He thought each one 
was better as he went along, and when he came to the last 
cookie. He decided to do something different. He decided 
to decorate the last cookie and make it look like his dead 
grandmother, Nona. Nestor had even given her an apron. 
There was one final step and in was to put the red and 
green candy buttons on her to complete her dress. 

Yet Nestor only gave himself a minute to admire his 
work, he set the piping bag down and placed it next to 
the cookies. He would wrap them carefully and give them 
to his friends for Christmas. Nestor was very proud of his 
work. And he even thought his Nona might be proud of 
him. 

It was then that Nestor discovered his mistake; he 
hadn’t put eyes on the Nona cookie or any of the other 
gingerbread men. He quickly fixed the problem. With a 
little frosting, he placed two eyes on the Nona cookie and 
then he placed the red candies on each of the gingerbread 
men. He was finished except for the broken man. He would 
have to wait, and maybe Nestor wouldn’t put any eyes on 
him. The rest of the cookies were perfect, and he wanted a 
cup of tea. 

After he had placed the water in the cup and added 
the teabag, Nestor always found the smell of the tea to 
be soothing. It didn’t take long for the smell of the tea 
to mix with that of the gingerbread and Nestor’s kitchen 
had the aroma he remembered when he was a child. With 
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a few sips from his cup, he knew he needed to pack the 
gingerbread men carefully into a holiday tin, but it wasn’t 
meant to be. 

There was a cookie out of place when he returned. He 
soon saw what was happening. The Nona cookie was 
taking the piping bag, and piping out as much frosting 
as it could onto the head of the broken cookie. Nestor 
almost thought she was drowning the cookie in frosting. 
But it got worst. Nestor saw the other gingerbread men 
rise from the cooling tray. When all of them were standing 
they turned their attention to the broken cookie, and they 
ripped the cripple cookie’s legs away from his torso. When 
the cookie’s lower half was in the middle of them, they 
took their harden-hands and started to smash the broken 
cookie into pieces. They killed the poor cookie and left 
only crumbs in place where its legs once had been. It 
wasn’t the only horror, because the broken cookie head 
could no longer be seen. The Nona cookie had drowned 
her victim in frosting; she had extruded all of it out of the 
bag. 

Nestor gasped, and the sound he made caused all of the 
cookies to turn towards him, including the one he had 
decorated as his Nona. With their red unblinking candy- 
button eyes, all of them stared at him directly, and Nestor 
didn’t know what to do, but he wished he hadn’t put his 
rolling pin away so quickly. 
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